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Prologue

I

was born in Cleveland, Ohio, July 28, 1930, the third and last child in a family
that was, as my father put it, two potatoes away from being dirt poor. For those
days, at the beginning of the Great Depression, that was not too bad.

Photo credit: the author
Mary Alice Clark and me, c. 1934

Though my childhood was fenced in by poverty and I knew the ungenerous
consequences of class, it was, to paraphrase from my favorite novel, "the worst of
times, it was the best of times." I grew up in a cocoon, an Irish Catholic Parish.
This is a memoir about growing up Catholic but it has nothing to do, or
everything to do, with religion. I recall serving mass, Latin exchanges between
priest and altar boys, but I have a fond memory of Sister Principia helping me keep
my fingernails clean enough for the altar. I recall seeing nuns kneeling for hours in
front of the Blessed Sacrament praying for our servicemen during World War II,
but the memories that make me smile are of nuns teaching us to roll bandages and
taking us to Crile Military Hospital where we wrote letters home for soldiers too
injured to do so for themselves while sisters entertained with piano, banjo and
singing.
Our priests were dominating spiritual figures. Only they could open mass
with "Dominus Vobiscum," dispense Holy Communion, declare couples married in
God's sight, forgive sins in confessional. My warm memories are of a priest with a
wonderful sense of humor, another who let us play basketball in the gym when it
was officially closed, and another who could talk to us outside the confessional.
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My wife, Pam, inspired this memoir. We'd been watching a PBS special on
"The Irish in America," which I dismissed as "only a few clips of Kennedys and
their sort, nothing on Irish parishes where Irish became Americans, a fraud."
I was ready to roll but was intercepted by one of her husband-handling
skills; she suggested I write something about my recollections. She calls this her
"safer-in-his-study" approach.
But she went on, "I really mean it. Your recollections of parish life aren't
covered in anything I've read. They should be."
Pam's family produced a long line of American Congregational ministers
from the 18th to mid-20th century. She's a serious reader of American history and
has worked as an 18th century historical interpreter for the Colonial Williamsburg
Foundation.
Her innocence regarding Catholic parish life is unsurprising. Students of
American history know a good deal about Protestant, and little about Catholic,
history.
When Pam's mother was a young girl living in a Congregational Church
parsonage in Canaan, Connecticut, she was not allowed to play with Irish Catholic
children.
Pam's only experience with Catholic schoolchildren and nuns was when her
very-Anglican school played basketball with one of New York City's Catholic
schools. "It seemed grossly unfair," she recalls, "to see little old ladies dressed as
penguins crossing themselves when one of their school's children went to the foul
line. We never could beat them."
In turn, if my experience was typical, Catholic schools taught little about
Protestantism and discouraged dating Protestants. When I was old enough to think
about Martin Luther I saw him as a priest who had to start a new religion because
he wanted to marry a nun.
There are some commentaries and fictional depictions of parish life. I found
a few interesting oral histories, but they are more like snapshots than pictures and
are difficult to access. There's an excellent University of Notre Dame broad
sweeping historical-sociological study.
In his novels, author Father Andrew M. Greeley puts human faces on
Catholicism and provides glimpses of parish life. Though Greeley grew up in a
south Chicago Irish parish I've not found any discussion of that experience in his
writings, though he does often comment on how it affected him.
I've tried to render happenings and remember voices accurately from around
1936 to 1944, when I was at St. Aloysius School, but I'm aware memory has a way
of ripening into nostalgia and, as Emerson said, "the years teach much which the
days never know."
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Cleveland during the Great Depression of the 1930s
If Hegel had lived long enough he might have used Cleveland in the 1930s
to illustrate his dialectical philosophy. With some help from Kant, Hegel
established a view of history as clashes between inevitable opposites. Any
happening, he said, creates its opposite. Antagonisms between them bring about
change.
In the mid-19th century, about when Hegel died, Cleveland's leaders started
importing laborers from Ireland, Germany, Italy and Eastern Europe. Those leaders
were White Anglo-Saxon Protestants whose deepest beliefs were often offended by
the laborers, who were usually poverty-stricken Catholics.
Though Cleveland's WASPs looked down on their hired hands as cultural
inferiors, they had no choice but to use them for building a powerful industrial and
commercial city, an imperative dictated by their religious culture. Protestantism,
especially after it was inspired by Calvinism, embraced a new perspective on
wealth: it should be invested rather than merely displayed.
Capitalism and Protestantism were made for each other. In the second half of
the 19th century, investments and using cheap labor in mass amounts to produce
industrial products became a good protestant's road to salvation.
The number of eastern Europeans settling in Cleveland after 1850 was
phenomenal, the largest collection outside of Eastern Europe itself. There were
more foreign-language newspapers in Cleveland than any other city in the world
and each ethnic group had a weekend radio "hour".
So it was that a grand cultural and economic conflict began between
Cleveland's well-heeled Protestants and sometimes-shoeless Catholic immigrants.
The outcome was as Hegel would have expected, but it would have disappointed
Karl Marx.
Marx had given a twist to Hegel. There would be one final contradiction
between capitalists and labor, in which laborers would "throw off their chains" and
kick capitalists off the planet. Communism would reign and that would be the end
of history.
I grew up during the final battleground years of the capitalism/labor
struggle. Hegel said that contradictions can simmer for years before some specific
happening highlights their stark incompatibilities. The Great
Depression was such a happening. It revealed the misery workers could
suffer when something goes wrong for capitalism.
During World War I American workers enjoyed a sharp increase in wages.
In the twenties everything, including workers' wages, coasted on bubbles of
pseudo-prosperity. Then the bubbles burst.
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Photo credit: Cleveland Press Collection
Cleveland's industrial basin, 1930s

Catholic parish schools were in the thick of this final battleground because a
pivotal controversial issue in the 1930s was how immigrants' children should or
should not be Americanized; that is, made more in the likeness of Cleveland's
WASPs. Schoolrooms were the trenches.
The Great Depression was about liquidity, the capricious lifeblood of
capitalism. One day, before anyone knew he was there, a liquidity bandit was
sucking up and hiding cash. The Standard Bank collapsed first. It had invested
heavily in "the Florida Land Boom that wasn't" in the late twenties, leaving its
depositors with worthless account books. Then, for similar reasons, cash
disappeared from other banks. Cleveland's financial, labor and goods' markets
ceased to function. Commercial activity was frozen.
It's been said, "the Great Depression had to be endured to be believed." A
1931 survey revealed that of the 200 families in an average Cleveland
neighborhood 66 had no visible means of support and 24 literally lived on garbage.
By 1933 over half of Cleveland's work force was laid off and those still employed
suffered pay cuts up to 50%.
Philip Porter, a Cleveland Plain Dealer editor at the time, wrote:
Anyone who had even a small amount of cash was lucky. Travelers were
stranded; they could not get money for their travelers' checks. Merchants would not
accept checks to pay bills. Employees at the Plain Dealer considered their
employers marvelous because they paid in cash, although all salaries had been cut
25 percent. This feeling of gratitude did not last long. A few weeks later the paper
cut all salaries another 25%.
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This same pattern was followed by employers generally. Persons who had
not been laid off had their pay severely slashed. Threadbare citizens daily trooped
into newspaper offices, without a dime to buy a sandwich, looking for handouts.
The welfare offices were swamped, and unable to furnish emergency relief.
No one escaped the depression's deflation of earnings. Babe Ruth, the 1930
American League leader in home runs and a national idol, took a 25% pay cut in
1931.
Salary cuts and loss of jobs both helped and hurt Cleveland's labor
movement. Unions promised job protection, so workers listened; but hunger gave
employers an advantage in getting people to work for pittances.
One of the most significant advances ever made by American labor, if not
the most significant, was a victory at the Cleveland General Motors plant in 1937.
A sit-down strike led to recognition by GM of workers' rights to join a union and
negotiate working conditions with the company.
GM, the icon of American capitalism, did not go easily into this
revolutionary truce. It fought the workers in courts, used company goons and
police to try and force workers out of plants, and had goons, maybe the police, too,
threaten family members of the strikers. American business executives and some
powerful U.S. Senators regarded unionization as a communist movement to seize
the country. This rendering justified violently brutal treatment of unionized
activities and glorified the violence as "patriotic" and "nation-saving." A catchy
sound-bite rode the radio waves, "What's good for General Motors is good for
America."
There was some basis for linking unions to communism. Union ideology
was at least as socialist as it was capitalist. One union, the Industrial Workers of
the World (IWW), was dedicated to abolishing capitalism. The outstanding
spokesman for IWW in Depression-era Cleveland was Frank Cedervall, chief
organizer for IWW's Metal & Machinery Workers Industrial Union. Cedervall
jolted businessmen with declarations on the essential incompatibility of workers'
and employers' interests. "Eventually," he said flatly, "workers will take over and
there will be no employing class."
The Cleveland GM plant was the most strategic piece in this country-wide
strike. It made bodies for all of Chevrolet's popular two-door models. Only when
GM was sinking desperately in red ink with no end in sight did the company agree
to work on a contract with the United Auto Workers union.
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Photo credit: Cleveland Press Collection
GM strikers overturn a vehicle outside the Fisher Body Plant, 1939

At the time I was not yet seven so the strike didn't capture my attention; in
later years I was fascinated by the stories of what happened during the strike's
forty-four days. First, all women were told to leave the plant. Then the men
organized themselves into committees. It was important to their cause to appear
orderly and civilized, to keep the plant clean and the machinery operational. No
alcohol was allowed and each man showered daily. All of these activities, along
with entertainment, were managed by committees. There was a democracy of sorts
in a kind of town meeting atmosphere.
Looking at America from a working man's view, the 1930s were years of
enormous progress. In 1930 a few laws existed to regulate the use of labor, such as
the child labor laws, but the legal doctrine of "employment at will" dominated
throughout the country, enabling employers to terminate any employee any time
without incurring legal liability. Today virtually all states continue to provide some
employment-at-will protection to employers, some more than others, but
employers are constrained by public policy laws covering such topics as
disabilities, age and race discrimination, and sexual harassment.
My parents were not at all political or ideological. The only discussion of
unions in our house was about my father's need to avoid union "checkers." Now
and then he would work as a carpenter for a few days on a union-labor-only

6

project. If the project was large enough, carpenters' union representatives might
drop by to check on union cards. My father was never able to get one because the
carpenters' union accepted very few new members from 1930 to 1939 and he didn't
have the connections needed to be one of those few.
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Our Neighborhood and Us
e lived on E. 114th St. in a row house we called "the terrace." A row
house is one of a series of houses, usually eight to twelve, connected by
common sidewalls and forming a continuous group. In later years it
became fashionable to gentrify row houses and call them "townhouses."

W

Streetcar, 1930s

Downstairs we had a full basement, living room, dining room, and kitchen;
upstairs, three bedrooms and bathroom. Each room was postage-stamp sized. The
living space was around 1,200 square feet. There was barely space in the bathroom
for two people. When we ate in the dining room as a family the table extended into
the living room, which itself, when not intruded upon by the family spread out to
eat together, could crowd five in its space. My father said, "a person's lucky to live
in a small house, he won't get lost."
The house was made even smaller by the presence of my maternal
grandmother, Mary Zbornik, in one of the bedrooms. She was helpless and
bedridden. When I was responsible for her care she told me when to bring her
water and a small piece of bread, when to change her bedpan, and when to prop up
her pillows, always in Czech. She spoke no English. Most of all I remember the
foul smell of that room.
By E. 114th St. standards our house was middle class. Upper class was a
single house. Lower class was the "Hooverville" in a gully at the end of our street,
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where people lived in shacks built of cardboard, scrap metal, packing boxes and tar
paper. Two families lived in an unused sewer pipe and an elderly couple lived in a
cave nearby.
The name "Hooverville" was a caustic tribute to President Herbert Hoover
who presided over the first three years of the Depression, before he was deposed
by Franklin Roosevelt in 1932.
During those three years Hoover assured Americans they had nothing to
worry about. The business world, he promised, would soon have things under
control. At least three times during 1931 he proudly announced, "the economic
downturn is already turning around." For Hoover, the depression was "a temporary
halt in the prosperity of a great people."
It was always, and continues to be, a mantra of those who don't suffer much
when economies go south to say, "in the long run, capitalist markets correct
temporary problems." During the Depression the British economist Keynes gave
the world a counter-mantra, "in the long run, we're all dead."
President Roosevelt championed radical public policies; necessary, he said,
because "the market cannot on its own mitigate, let alone cure, the disasters
befalling us." He never mentioned Keynes, though his policies looked like they
were cut whole from Keynesian cloth.

Photo credit: Postcards of Cleveland
Cleveland Public Square, 1930s

Government housing projects was one of Roosevelt's favorite interventions;
the first three were built in Cleveland between 1935 and 1937. They provided
decent housing for poor people at a very low and guaranteed rent. My parents tried
for years to get into one but our income was always a bit too high. "It's the two
potatoes," my father concluded, never one to let bad news deter his intent to be
amused by life.
The projects were designed by prominent architects, who, like everyone else,
were eager to get work. Some were modernistic in the international style popular at
9

that time, but, as can happen, recipients of help searched for hidden insults. A
housing project for Afro-Americans, artistically rendered by the architects Walsh
and Barret, was resented by the occupants because the bricks were black.
My mother, who seldom flinched from declaring generalizations based on a
few of her experiences, equated our street with all of America. She elaborately
described us as middle class, as though by saying it she proclaimed a great victory,
perhaps understandably so in a time when so many were so desperately poor.
Walls between the units of our row house were little more than paper-thin. If
either of your next-door neighbors made any kind of noise you heard it. From our
neighbor on one side, the sounds were agonizing when Mr. Hawkins disciplined
his son, Chuckie. "Ol' Man Hawkins," as we called him, beat Chuckie with his fists
and belt, hurling him against the walls with such force that our floors echoed the
thuds. I still remember Chuckie's wild and fearful eyes.
One otherwise unsurprising spring day when I was in the fourth grade
Chuckie tried to set fire to our school building by starting a paper and clothing fire
in the basement. I never saw him after that day nor found out what happened to
him.
Chuckie had a younger sister. One Saturday morning I heard my mother
saying to my father she hoped Mr. Hawkins would not unleash his anger "on the
girl now that Chuckie is gone." In those days there were no authorities to whom
you could report child or spousal abuse.
My father walked out our front door, crossed the two tiny front yards and
went to the Hawkins' front door. I rushed to a window but couldn't see anything
except my father standing there mouthing words I couldn't hear. His head was
bobbing back and forth like a bird pecking at feed, his powerful arms straight and
stiff at his sides, fists clenched.
I never heard or saw any sign of Mr. Hawkins beating his daughter.
On our other side was soundless suspense. A man of indistinguishable age,
Edward, lived there with his mother and her sister. Edward suffered from
elephantiasis. His head was larger than his upper body and he had a narrow range
of emotional feelings. When he sat on the front porch they shared with us one of
the women would stand over him with her hand protectively resting on his
shoulder. There were no conversations to be had with him, though he did reply in
kind to "hi" and "seeya." I was told, "he is a cross to bear, a gift from God to his
mother and aunt and all who come in contact with him."
The two women were always pleasant though never friendly. When I was
their paper boy and came around to collect, one of them would gracefully invite me
inside the door. Often Edward was sitting in a rocker nearby in front of a large
crucifix hanging askew on a wall of flowery wallpaper. I was always paid
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immediately - something paperboys appreciated in those days - usually with a
comment such as "Edward enjoys watching you and your friends playing outside."
Or, "Edward enjoys hearing your accordion music."
Edward scared my friends. They thought I was courageous, though
foolhardy, to go into his house. When we told ghost stories to one another someone
always related a tale in which Edward, hatchet in hand, slips into my house at
midnight and ominously ascends the stairs, heading for my bed.
Daily needs were within walking distance of our front steps. At the corner of
114th St. and St. Clair Ave., a two-minute walk from our house, there was a dry
cleaning store, a bar, a drugstore, a Kroger's grocery store, a bakery, and a paintand-linoleum store before you arrived at 116th St. If you continued you passed a
Fisher's Grocery Store, an ice cream parlor, a barber shop, a beauty shop, a small
lumber yard, and a newspaper and tobacco store.
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Photo credit: the author

If you crossed St. Clair Ave. you could walk into a five-and-dime, another
bakery, a family dry goods store, a sundries store with a soda fountain, a tap
dancing studio, a hardware store, and a photography studio.
Nowadays places all smell the same. In those days each store had distinctive
odors. Grocery stores had pungent cheese and rich coffee smells. The moment you
walked into a hardware store you noticed an oily metallic odor. Dry cleaners
featured chemical whiffs, and so it went.
St. Clair, Superior and Euclid were the three main streets going eastward
from downtown. Streetcars ran frequently on each of them, stopping at almost
every third street. Buses took you on the main streets going north-south and also
ran frequently.
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In summertime when screens replaced windows you could hear radios as
you walked 114th street. If President Roosevelt was broadcasting a fireside chat or
if Jack Graney was calling plays for a Cleveland Indians baseball game, you could
keep up with what was being said as you walked.

Photo credit: Cleveland Press Collection
Cleveland Stadium

Automobiles, or "machines," as we called them, were scarce in the thirties.
When the Cleveland Municipal Stadium opened in 1931 it had a capacity of 78,512
seats and a parking lot with a 4,500-car limit.
The absence of cars on our street enabled us to turn it into a playground, a
baseball field, and a football field. Side streets belonged to kids in the thirties. Our
favorite game was touch football, but not as you'll see the Kennedys playing it in
that documentary on Irish in America.
Touch football could be played with as few as two players per team, and you
could add on immediately as kids came by to join. It was also relatively neighbor
friendly. Unlike baseballs, footballs don't bang and bounce menacingly on peoples'
front porches or crash through windows. Particularly the footballs we used, tightly
wadded newspapers held together by rubber bands.
The field of play was a street made of almost-fitting-together bricks. Public
health spending in Cleveland lagged behind other large cities. Government
attention to sanitation concerns such as street cleaning was sporadic and uneven
between neighborhoods. Dog and horse droppings on the street often remained
13

until eventually worn away. For this and other reasons, mothers ever warned or
begged their street-bound kids, "Don't play in your school shoes!" We played in
corduroy knickers and cheap, thin-rubbered Keds.
Side streets were neglected for two reasons. First, like other cities Cleveland
was governed by a mayor elected at large and a council made up of elected
representatives of neighborhood wards. The representatives were almost always
small businessmen and professionals, especially lawyers, who were protecting their
own interests and turf, not those of the workers. In my neighborhood public street
cleaners paid a lot more attention to St. Clair Avenue, where the commerce was,
than to my street.
Second, by the time I was in the streets Cleveland's elite had moved out of
the city. Except for downtown where they worked, they were unconcerned with
appearances of the streets, and they had a keen interest in keeping business real
estate taxes down. Thus, there was little money in the city budget for things like
street cleaning.
The side streets were modestly brightened at night by lights that provided
faded circles of illumination separated by corridors of semi-darkness. Those unlit
corridors were our salvation on nights of Halloween pranks. If they were useful for
nothing else, the lights helped mothers maintain some discipline. We were all told
to be home before the street lights went on.
My father always found some kind of work and he felt very good about that.
Probably he was an exception to the rule of joblessness because he had so many
practical skills. He could install and fix anything inside a house and his carpentry
skills were his best. In addition he was exceptionally strong, a valuable asset in a
day when human strength and energy played such a big part in getting things done.
He said Cleveland had a working man's soul because even during the
depression he could find work and a streetcar to get him there. The availability of
transportation played a major role in family decisions. "Howya gonna git there?"
was often the litmus test for a suggestion.
My mother was the main care-giver, the manager of the household, and also
a breadwinner. She adroitly juggled part-time jobs and jobs with unusual hours
along with everything else. Everyone was assigned a working role. My sister began
cooking at the age of around ten. My brother ran the vacuum and cleaned
windows. I did dishes and other chores.
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Photo credit: the author
Grandmother Heaphey and Lois c. 1935 (Grandparents' house)

My sister, Lois, was two years older than me; my brother, Tom, four. Both
had my mother's physical features: dark-haired, brown-eyed, large-boned. They
also had the Irish sense of humor, especially Lois. She had my father's wit plus a
more elaborate delivery system. He delivered his lines pokerfaced and in a
monotone, as though he were asking you the time of day. Lois had many faces,
many looks she put with her words, and she could act out a long recounting of
some happening or deliver a rapid-fire wisecrack with a professional comedian's
timing. Her ability to imitate speech patterns was remarkable.
When she worked as a long-distance operator she regaled us at the supper
table with imitations of various ethnics' mispronunciations of numbers they were
calling, unaware she was foreshadowing a now-famous Lili Tompkins' comedy
routine. My mother seldom caught on to humor. At the end of a retelling by Lois,
as my father, Tom and I laughed, she would look around, feigning a smile, as
though she were sharing in the fun, and then say, "I don't know why those people
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don't learn to talk English the right way." Lois would reply something like, "Or not
speak English it at all, like Grandma Zbornik."
At such times my mother would say nothing; she knew she'd been had but
wasn't up to wordplay. Her response was to scratch randomly at the red-and-whitecheckered oilcloth, looking around as though she was expecting someone to enter
the kitchen.
Lois taught me to play hopscotch, skip rope, and jitterbug. The jitterbug
lessons were one of her desperation moves to keep me from embarrassing her.
When her friends came over to practice they would ask me to dance with them
because it was a break from dancing with another girl. I stumbled around, to Lois's
dismay, until she worked with me one day on how to do the steps, with Glen
Miller's "Chatanooga Choo Choo" as background. I still floundered with her
friends but I was steady enough to save her from unmitigated humiliation.
It wasn't that she was a bad dance instructor and certainly not a bad dancer.
She was one of those girls who could do the breaking and turning steps
effortlessly, never dipping a shoulder or bending a knee for balance. I would not
ask any girl to dance if I'd seen her do it.
Like my father, Lois was a quiet-about-it devout Catholic. When she said the
rosary she kept the beads hidden by her hands in her lap as she listened to the
radio. She was disappointed when her wish to go to a Catholic High School was
turned down by my parents, "too expensive and too far away." She followed my
brother to Collinwood, the closest public high school. Perhaps this was one of the
resentments that enlarged over the years inside her. Two years after she started at
Collinwood I started at Cathedral Latin High School which was also "too
expensive and too far away." My mother loudly opposed it, but she had little
influence over me by then. I assured her I could handle the costs. "OK," she said,
"but you're going to hate that long bus ride."
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Photo credit: the author
Tom. First Holy Communion 1932

Tom was a truly wonderful big brother. Even when he was coerced by my
mother into taking me with him and his friends, he never took it out on me, but
tried to make me feel welcome, which was not an easy thing to do given the
hostility of his friends to my presence. He looked like my mother but walked more
in my father's footsteps. He was modest about his accomplishments, more
introspective than outgoing, not judgmental, and avoided confrontations.
When I was an adult a friend of mine asked my mother if my brother, whom
he had never met, was like me. My mother said, "Not at all. When they were little
if I had a fight with Tommy and he ran out of the house I knew that in a few
minutes the door would open and I'd see a white handkerchief waving. If I had a
fight with Jimmy and he ran out I knew he was gone."
All of my father's relatives except his younger brother, Bill, lived within St.
Al's Parish in the 1930s. Uncle Bill was an exception to the family's ways, a
prosaic prodigal son who was everything my father wasn't.
My father left school when he was ten to work. Without the income he
brought in his younger sisters would never have finished high school, and one of
them didn't anyway. Bill was the youngest of the children. Handsome until
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debauchery exacted its price from his physical appearance, Uncle Bill struggled
through seven or so years of school and then hit the road to become a hobo.
Hobos were mostly young men who drifted through the country by sneaking
illegal rides on trains. Some laid boards across brake rods under passenger railway
cars. Most rode inside and on top of freight train box cars. They set up makeshift
camps near areas where trains slowed down before stopping at stations and in the
camps fashioned a distinct culture of camaraderie and values.
The worst thing you could say to a hobo was to call him a tramp because
tramps would steal rather than work. This was a problem for hobos because when
they appeared at your back door offering to work for food you couldn't be sure they
weren't tramps. Unless you were Mrs. O'Hara, a tiny, waddling widow who lived
across the street with a houseful of cats and dogs. "I ask 'em if they follow the
Lord," she explained, "if they nod too quick I know them to be tramps."
Uncle Bill returned to the neighborhood now and then, always to take, never
to give. One would have never used the word avuncular in an attempt to picture
him. Yet, he was an interesting person.
He taught Tom and me secrets of hobo communication. They left signs for
one another by making small knife cuts in wooden fences or chalk marks on
sidewalks. A plus sign with a straight line next to it said "food for work." A sign of
the cross said "talk religion, get food." A rough approximation of a smiling cat said
"kindhearted lady." The shape of an egg said "nothing doing here." There were
signs to communicate warnings about police, bad dogs, dishonest people, bad
tempered owners as well as happy news like sleeping possibilities, work available,
and medical treatment.

Photo credit: the author
Heaphey Family Gathering, 1934
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My mother was an avid movie-goer. Like most people she went for the
enjoyment; unlike most people she saw herself as a person who would have been a
movie star had she been born twenty years later. This was not entirely a foolish
notion. As a child her singing voice and craving for the spotlight propelled her to
stardom in her parish musical productions, most of which were performed in
Czech. She was also the church soloist at high masses. This was years before the
commercial entertainment boom in America that launched a vast and not always
discriminating search for talent that might have, had it come earlier, discovered
her.
We heard much and often about her lost opportunity. As I grew older I felt
sorry for her. She would describe, sometimes sing, even dance through, one of
those performances, then she would nostalgically recall the applause, the flowers
thrown to the stage, the adulation, the fawning. If she had not been so thoroughly
self-satisfied in every other way, she might have been portrayed as a Tennessee
Williams' tragic character in this memoir.
Movie theaters were everywhere in the thirties. In my neighborhood one
could go to the Uptown Theater to see an "A" movie three weeks or so after it had
been shown downtown; the Doan theater where you would see a double-feature of
"B" movies, usually a western and a detective story or comedy, and the Jewel
Theater where you'd see a double-feature of "A" and "B" movies, on their third
run, maybe eight months after they had appeared at the Uptown and Doan. The "B"
(low budget) movie was a phenomenon of the Depression. We stood in lines to see
double features of, say, a western starring Roy Rogers, followed by Abbot and
Costello in a comedy.
When I was around eleven, my mother's left hip surrendered to arthritis. She
needed a cane to get around the house, and both a cane and a shoulder to lean on to
go as far as the corner stores. I became her Wednesday-night theater escort. We
went to the Jewel Theater because at least one of the old "A" films shown would
often be a Bette Davis-Joan Crawford type drama. We went on Wednesdays, when
they played a Bingo-like game called Screeno between films. Now and then one of
us would win a dollar or so.
Going to the movies with her was fun, though embarrassing at times. I
remember "Naughty Marietta" starring Jeanette MacDonald and Nelson Eddy.
When MacDonald sang "Ship Ahoy, Ship Ahoy, Who will marry a sailor boy," my
mother's arm began bouncing to the rhythm and she sang along, in what I suppose
she thought was sotto voce.
Some of the movies she took me to were not approved by The Catholic
Legion of Decency for someone my age. She was not familiar with the Legion's
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lists because they appeared in the Catholic Universe Bulletin, a weekly newspaper.
She didn't read newspapers.
If she had known that the Legion of Decency rated most of Bette Davis
movies as "Objectionable for Children," she would not have stopped taking me to
them. She was not a woman to accept non-economic limitations on her behavior.
Unlike my father, a devout Catholic and very quiet about it, my mother went to
church only once a year, to avoid the automatic excommunication of those who
didn't.
Nonetheless, the Church had no need to worry my mother would expose me
to anything unchaste at the Jewel Theater. When I first learned the meaning of the
word "prudish," I said, "Oh, that's my mother!" The Church discouraged me from
giving free rein to my carnal urges, but was no match for her. From the time I
found out how I came into the world I was baffled about how, in my mother's case,
all the necessary biological steps could have been taken. My father's explanation
for my existence, "we foun ya at a fire sale, marked down at that" suggested to me
a real possibility. My sister said, "Makes you believe in the stork after all, doesn't
it."
Actually, my mother might have asked that I give her some credit in this
memoir for taking me away from hours of reading on those Wednesday nights. She
disliked my addiction to reading library books. The only book I ever saw her read
was Dr. Lindlar's "You are What You Eat." She was inordinately fond of flat
stomachs and trim builds.
Perhaps it was bringing together sight and sound, or the literally larger-thanlife images on the screen, or maybe it was the anonymity of a darkened theater, but
whatever it was made movies the primary escapism of the thirties. There was no
television. Radios were ubiquitous, we played cards, checkers and Monopoly, there
were hundreds of magazines, newspapers and comic books, spectator sports were
extremely popular, and we were all music lovers, but nothing took us outside of
ourselves and our reality as did movies.
In addition to stroking the fantasies in our minds, movies conveyed moral
lessons and explored controversial themes. For me, they revealed a reality not
found anywhere else, such as the ruthless acquisitiveness shared by both the
underworld and the corporate world. Consider "Little Caesar," with Edgar G.
Robinson, a classic American gangster movie.
Caesar Bandello will do anything, including torture and murder, to make
money and become someone. He refers to what he does as "a business" and this
comparison of crime to business has continued in Hollywood's portrayal of the
underworld. By the time of "The Godfather" series, organized crime in movies is
thoroughly imbued with the belief it is a business.
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In movies businessmen were sometimes more detestable than gangsters. In
his 1939 tribute to Hollywood movie outlaws, "The Ballad of Pretty Boy Floyd,"
Woody Guthrie sang,
Yes, as through this world I ramble,
I see lots of funny men,
Some will rob you with a six-gun, and
Some will rob you with a pen.
But as through your life you'll travel,
Wherever you may roam,
You won't never see an outlaw drive
a family from their home.

At least, that's how I and the other kids in my neighborhood saw it. An
opposing view was to consider Hollywood a distributor of socialistic and
communistic propaganda. After WWII the U.S. Senate conducted highlypublicized investigations of alleged communists in Hollywood. Though the movie
business is run according to the prevailing rules of capitalism, it continues today to
be a very large and visible thorn in the side of establishments, including itself.
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Ethnic Groups: Upstairs, Downstairs
leveland was originally settled by white, English-speaking, Protestant
Anglo-Americans from England, Scotland, the Isle of Man, and Wales,
with stopovers in New England and New York for some. They prospered
off the land and gradually established the city as a significant industrial and
banking center. During the second half of the 19th century they came to dominate
Cleveland's social, economic, political, and cultural life.
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The industrial revolution compelled them to import immigrants unlike
themselves to provide cheap labor for the burgeoning plants and factories. They
did so with mixed emotions because they feared the substandard norms of these
new groups would erode their own. None were more feared than the Irish
Catholics, the first large group of immigrants who were not Wasps.
In 1845 a savagely cold, wet winter and spring in Ireland left a potato blight.
Since the Irish diet consisted mainly of fish and potatoes, famine spread across the
island, leading to mass emigrations, especially to America. Most of those who
found work in Cleveland were from the poorest areas in Ireland. They were, as one
historical account puts it, "remarkably unruly." The Cleveland Leader, an
obdurately anti-Irish newspaper, reported that "between 1850 and 1870, 90% of the
violent crimes in Cleveland were done by the Irish."
Another account offers a mitigating explanation without denying the Irish
were not an attractive group.
The voyage across the sea all by itself had to be an event loaded with fear
and risk. Babies were born aboard the ship, mothers and fathers died aboard ship,
and the whole event for each of the survivors became an experience one never
spoke of once in America.
My paternal grandparents, Michael, called "Paw" by all of us, and Theresa
(Fogerty) Heaphey left Ireland for Canada when the harvest failures of the 1870s
brought fears of another famine like the one in the 1840s.
Paw said they went to Canada because "America waz too dollary fer us."
The shock of all those Irishmen flooding into Boston and New York during the
first famine scared the U.S. Congress into passing two Passenger Acts affecting all
ships intending to dock in America. The first one limited the number of passengers
a vessel was permitted to carry. The second increased the price of the cheapest
passage to seven pounds, which was indeed "too dollary" for my grandparents.
Though my grandparents could afford the price of admission to Canada they
were nonetheless unwelcome. As an example, at that time the Common Council of
St. John, one of the two Canadian ports where the Irish landed, unsuccessfully
petitioned the British Government to take the Irish Catholics back to Ireland.
The captain of my grandparents' ship bypassed St. John in favor of Grosse
Isle to join a queue of 40 ships, carrying 15,000 Irish, many seriously ill, some
already dead. As they waited English newspapers in Ontario and French
newspapers in Quebec printed a leading statesman's warning, "These Irish are the
most diseased, destitute and shiftless that Canada has ever received."
My dad was born in Canada during the last decade of the nineteenth century,
close to both Toronto and Montreal, where Irish-Catholics were shunned by
English-speakers because they were Catholic and by French-speaking Catholics
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because they could not speak French. Church services were conducted in Latin and
French. Schoolwork and church social activities were carried out in French. No
one in my father's family spoke more than a dozen or so words in French.
When dad was around nine years old, Abel Funeral Company, located in the
neighborhood where I was to grow up, offered Paw work as a harness maker. "I tol'
em" said Paw, "I'm already lookin' fer a horse knows the way cross the border."
The family - there were five children -- settled in a Catholic mission manned
by St. Thomas Aquinas Parish. Missions were defined by the Church as "outposts
in wildernesses of need." About twenty years later a permanent parish campus was
built and called St. Aloysius.
I believe no member of the family other than my father bothered with
citizenship rigmarole. My father had "papers," as he called them.
St. Thomas mission was the next best thing to heaven for them. They were
surrounded by Irish Catholics with a significant number of Catholic Germans
thrown in. Catholic Germans were scorned by German Protestants but were
admired by the Irish for their superb craftsmanship. No sense of "us and them"
between Irish and Germans existed in my neighborhood. Two of my fathers' sisters
married Germans. German and Irish kids played together in the streets. It was a
holy alliance untouched by intense vilification of Nazis during World War II.
My father had three sisters and a brother still alive when I was a child. Only
one had children then, Aunt Mae. She married Al Then, a German, and had three
children, John, Dorothy, and "Junior," whose ages approximated those of Tom,
Lois and myself. The two families lived within short walking distance and were
always friends, especially the boys. As adults, John, "Junior," and Tom were fast
friends. They bowled competitively as a team, played golf together, and, with their
wives, partied at one another's homes in basements-turned-into dens by my father.
Paw and my father seldom spoke of their past. They would make jokes - or
what at the time we thought were jokes as in the case of "not being able to afford
America" - but kept their personal histories to themselves. I think it was because of
the suffering. Why resurrect memories of misery? Why relive humiliation?
They secreted their past in self-deprecating jokes about being Irish, like, "the
Irish are fair, they never speak well of one another." My grandfather also drowned
his in buckets of beer.
A poignant example of what for me is cheerless Irish humor was a story
Aunt Mae would tell about my grandfather, always followed by laughter, hers and
other members of the family.
"One day, I was roun twelve, I was out with Paw. I get behin him cuz I stop
to look at a pair a shoes in a store window. He come back to me, look'd at the shoes
an kick'd me."
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My family didn't participate in Irish celebrations such as St. Patrick's Day.
Like many other Irish we sublimated our background. Some years ago I read a
doctoral thesis on American literature in which the author argued that F. Scott
Fitzgerald, Mary McCarthy, and John O'Hara hid their Irish background and
disdained the Irish in their works. Their heroes are thoroughly non-Irish, even
when they are among the nouveaux riches; their Irish characters, ignorant and
corrupt.
What the Irish had run from in Ireland did not prepare them for the laissezfaire, democratic American scene. The English laws of 19th-century Ireland were
designed to suppress Catholics, so Irish Catholic immigrants had little or no
experience with property ownership. When they first arrived they saw no purpose
in buying property, and they avoided farming because the famine had soured their
trust in the land. Their jobs were at the lowest rungs of organizational hierarchies.
And the men had a problem with alcohol, which in those days was as cheap as
water.
For WASP Clevelanders, ownership and frugal management of land, and
sobriety, were fundamental values and virtues.
Although they were given the right to vote, these Irish had no previous
experience with representative government, orderly town meetings or consensus
decision-making. As in other large cities, the Irish vote was courted both because
of the numbers and Irish ignorance. The courtiers were not the established elite but
upstarts who saw in the uneducated immigrants a quick road to socio-economic
power.
Unlike Boston and New York, Cleveland Irish didn't become functionaries
in political machines until the following generation. By my time the father of a
good friend, Tom Corbett, was a deputy county sheriff, a job reserved for members
of a political machine. My friend and I hooked "Vote For" tags on doorknobs and
passed out political party leaflets on street corners during election campaigns. Mr.
Corbett told us that such activity would be rewarded with jobs when we were
older, and possibly even with an appointment to West Point.
Eastern Europeans, like my mother, came to St. Aloysius because of
marriage or convenience of location to where they worked. Being Czech was one
of my mother's two badges of pride. The other was her certainty that although she
did not go beyond sixth grade and rarely read anything she knew everything worth
knowing. The latter was one of her conceits of little substance.
My mother's parents, Mary and Frank Zbornivicka, came to America from
Bohemia around 1880. She was born in 1890, the last of six children. Cleveland
was an accidental home for some Czech immigrants. Most of them came to farm in
Nebraska, Iowa and Wisconsin, stopping over in Cleveland because of its
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geographical location and because it had a permanently-residing Czech
community.
My grandfather intended to buy and run a saloon with billiards tables in a
Midwest farming town. When he saw the opportunities Cleveland offered he
bought his business and settled there in St. John Nepomocene parish. The family
name was used on parish rolls and for parish activities, but was changed legally to
Zbornik. Eastern Europeans often changed their tongue-twisting names to simpler
ones; sometimes for convenience, sometimes for affect. One of my mother's
brothers went all the way to Born when he aspired to climb the hierarchy at
General Motors.
Grandfather Zbornik was a well-educated tradesman in Bohemia when it
was part of the Austro-Hungarian empire, where education of tradesmen included
learning German in addition to one's native language. Once in America he learned
English quickly. Unfortunately he drank a considerable share of the saloon/pool
hall profits, which dwindled daily because he belittled customers he considered
inferior to himself, of which there were many. Though soon separated from his
business assets he clung tenaciously to his vanity.
After a few years of surviving financially by providing legal-document
translation services to other Czechs he took a job as a floorwalker at The May
Company, a major department store in downtown Cleveland. My mother described
him as perfectly fitted to that kind of work, where a dignified appearance was more
important than anything else. In those days floorwalkers dressed like Fred Astaire
dancing at a formal affair, complete with a fresh flower in the left coat lapel.
He made two trips back to "the old country." My mother said he would just
announce when he was going and provide an estimated time of return. My
grandmother was not invited. Rumor had it he was disgusted with her for not
learning so much as a word in English. Her resolve to speak no English remains a
family mystery.
My mother and her family considered themselves a cut above other Eastern
European groups, particularly Slovaks; who, in turn, spoke of themselves as better
than Czechs. The Czech-Slovak feud was typical of Eastern European groups.
They brought their old-world disputes with them. The Czechs and Slovaks were
non-violent, but groups like Serbs and Croats brawled in the streets.
Cleveland's elite held all eastern Europeans in contempt, bunching them
together with the derisive name of "Bohunk," a combination of Bohemian and
Hungarian. In this they were encouraged by "Social Darwinism," a theory of
human evolution that infiltrated American thought and public policy in the early
20th century.
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According to one variant of Social Darwinism, human evolution had
culminated in the Anglo-Saxon race. Anyone who did not come from northwestern
Europe was genetically inferior. As I've already suggested, Irish Catholics were not
included in the winning category.
In 1907, the U.S. Senate formed The Dillingham Commission to study
consequences of immigration. The Commission's 42-volume report pointed out
that prior to 1840 the vast majority of immigrants were Anglo-Saxons, whereas
after 1875 the vast majority were not. The alarming rise in crime and social unrest
in turn-of-the-century America, concluded the Commission, was due to this
difference.
A few years later, after World War I and the Communist revolution in
Russia, the "Red Menace" increased WASP anxiety about eastern European
immigrants, who, in addition to their genetic shortcomings, were now portrayed as
"communism spreaders".
An event on May 1, 1919, fueled Clevelanders' anxiety about working-class
immigrants from Russia and Eastern Europe. Socialists and trade-union members
paraded, carrying red flags and wearing red clothing, to celebrate the anniversary
of the revolution in Russia, to promote the mayoral candidacy of Charles
Ruthenberg, leader of Cleveland's Communist party, and to protest the recent
jailing of Eugene Debs, a Socialist Party leader. Debs had been charged and
convicted under the wartime Espionage Act in Cleveland for an antiwar speech
given in Canton, Ohio.
Staunch American nationalists physically challenged the marchers to lower
the red flags "or else." Fists led to more lethal weapons, eventually involving
mounted police, army troops and tanks. Similar disruptions happened nationwide
that day but nowhere was there as much violence as in Cleveland.
Newspapers reported that of the 116 demonstrators who were arrested only
eight were native-born Americans, arousing the city's civic organizations,
Protestant clergymen and other members of the elite to call for restricting
immigration, limiting parades and more rapid Americanization of immigrant labor
families.
In what was presented as an urgent matter of national security, the U.S.
Congress, in 1924, passed a quota law, drastically reducing the numbers of
immigrants from eastern Europe to three per cent of the prewar level.
Despite her unfavorable comparisons of Irish to Czechs, my mother enjoyed
socializing with my father's family more than with her own. The Heaphey clan
gathered at "the house", an Irish expression for wherever one's grandparents lived,
for holidays, birthdays, and other special occasions. It was always a crowded affair
and followed traditions such as a generous meal with even more generous desserts.
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After dinner the men played poker, the women played canasta, and the children
played outside or went to a movie if it was raining.
My mother's cooking and pastry-baking were admired by the Heaphey
women, most of whom were inept in a kitchen except when chatting over coffee.
My father's mother and sisters had extraordinary talents as conversationalists. My
mother said, "they know how to make you feel happy." It never occurred to her,
I'm sure, that they did not give advice, they listened and consoled or applauded,
whichever was appropriate, whereas she was nothing if not an advice-giver.
She spoke often in adages. Some of her favorites were "time is money," "you
are who you think you are," "watch your pennies and your dollars will take care of
themselves." She delivered them in crisp, emphatic tones while wagging her right
index finger as though it were proving her point. While most of her maxims were,
and remain, sound advice, she seemed to think she was speaking famously. So her
pronouncements took on a comical quality. Sometimes I saw in them thinly, if at
all, camouflaged criticisms of my father.
As is the case generally with people who think they sell their point with an
adage, my mother was indifferent to consistency. When it suited her purpose her
wagging finger would chide, "Don't hide your achievements under a bushel basket.
No one can see them there." But when the "A"s appeared repeatedly on my report
card, she allied herself with a contradictory bromide, "After you've climbed to the
top of the ladder, the only place to go is down."
When we did visit my mother's family members she was usually tense
throughout the visit, feverishly and unsuccessfully policing my behavior, and
often, back home, she would sit and weep because their houses were grander than
ours.
She was downright jittery when we visited Aunt Mary, her older sister, who
was so prune-faced I would stare at her as she sat in her rocker, wringing her hands
in despair with my rudeness.
My mother would say, "Jimmy, why don't you go outside and play." I'd
reply, "Don't want to," and intensify my stare. Then came, "Jimmy. Go outside!"
One time when we left her house, and my mother was building up to a teary
remembrance of the furniture, my father said to me, "Ya know, Jimmy, ya gotta
learn to stop upsettin people so much. I thought if Aunt Mary wringed her hands
one more time they'd a fell off." Tom, Lois and I laughed and laughed. Then he
added, enjoying the moment, "well, at least ya didin tell her, like ya said ta mizzus
Madigan, people with faces like hers don go ta heaven. Jeez ya set her hair on fire."
I don't know how my father was able to pull humor out of those situations.
He had to have been feeling lousy because Aunt Mary thought he was quite
inferior to her family and never withheld those feelings from him. When we would
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arrive at her house she would say curtly, "I didn't see your car," knowing we came
by streetcar. One of her favorite comments on my behavior was, "You're so Irish,
like your father." She was quite unfair. My father was always well behaved.
What I never found out was how my father felt in his private thoughts about
class, race and color distinctions. On the outside he appeared tolerant of all others
to a fault. Even his devout Catholicism was not used by him to compare himself
favorably to another. His favorite joke was:
This guy goes to heaven and is taken on a bus tour of the place by St. Peter
hisself. As they go through the clouds Peter he tells 'em what they're looking at.
"Over there," he says, "there are the Presbyterians. Over there, there are the
Episcopalians. Here be Methodists." It goes like that until they come to a cloud set
off a bit from the rest. Peter says "shhhhhh. Be quiet, now. Over there, there's the
Catholics. They think they're up here all by thimselves."
My mother admired Jews because "they have self-confidence and know how
to make money." The man who owned the company where my father worked was
Jewish, as was our landlord, our doctor and our pharmacist. Our neighborhood
bordered on a large Jewish one.
Most of the Jews who were prosperous were second or third generation
Germans, originally from the small town of Unsleben, Bavaria. They were
accepted more or less as economic and even social peers by Cleveland's leaders
because they had money and professional status, and, as followers of Reformed
Judaism, wanted to blend in.
The Jews who came to Cleveland in the 20th century were running from
persecution and economic deprivation in Russia and Poland. The ones I knew were
paper-rag men or door-to-door salesmen of odds and ends from pushcarts. The
former were a bit anachronistic, even on our street. They came slowly down the
street in horse-drawn carts yelling "Payyyy-paaaa-rex, payyyy-paaa-rex." They had
long scraggly beards and dressed austerely in dark colors. If you called one he
came to your back door with a tattered burlap bag and hand-held scale, the
exchange being pennies for pounds.
They were suspect to Cleveland's leaders because they followed Orthodox
Judaism and spoke Yiddish. Like Catholics, they presented an ill-omened cultural
threat.
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Public Education as Social Engineering and the
Rise of Catholic Schools
omeone said, "Cities are primordially political. Thus they become unable to
be more sophisticated and moral than the lowest component of their
societies." Surely such a gloomy prospect worried Cleveland's leaders.
A promising way to avoid this awful outcome was offered by Horace Mann,
an evangelist for American public schools. He called it "Americanization."
For Mann, America was a Protestant country and God wanted to keep it that
way. Catholic children would not grow up to infect the country with Papist lore if
they were taught Protestant mores in public schools. These schools, he said, would
be "nurseries of piety for Catholic children, where judicious religious instruction is
dispensed, using the King James' version of the Bible." Thus would public schools
eradicate Catholic children's "superstitious inheritance of priestcraft" and
"dependency on authoritarianism."
Bible interpretation sharply divided Protestants from Catholics. Whereas the
former are encouraged to read the bible and learn God's intentions from it, the
latter believe the Church's priests should interpret the bible for the congregations.
Furthermore, the King James version is considered an illegitimate text by the
Catholic Church.
In Cleveland, where one-third of the children were Catholic, Mann's
ideology was embraced enthusiastically. Under pressure from Cleveland's leaders,
the Ohio State Teachers' Association mandated use of the King James Bible in
Ohio classrooms and encouraged employment of teachers who are steadfast
Protestants. The situation is described in the Encyclopedia of Cleveland History, a
non-sectarian source, as follows:
"The tone of public schools was often hostile to Catholicism, and Catholic
children were sometimes ridiculed because of their religion. Public school teachers
were almost invariably Protestant."
It was the size of the Catholic population that scared Cleveland's elite, and it
was the size that defeated their attempt to rectify Catholic children in public
schools. So many Catholics in a city qualified them to become a diocese with their
own bishop. Cleveland's first bishop, Louis
Amadeus Rappe, was as zealous about erecting parochial schools "to save
the childrens' faith," as the city's leaders were about saving their own faith by
converting Catholic children to Protestantism.
Bishop Rappe agreed that Catholic children should be Americanized, but he
also believed Catholicism and Americanization were compatible. The problem of
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Catholic immigrants, he said, is not religious; the problem is ethnic insularity. He
proposed redistricting parishes so that ethnic groups would be mixed with one
another in parishes where only English would be used in schools and social
activities.
If Cleveland's leaders thought Rappe gave them a consolation prize, the
comfort soon vanished. Ethnic groups refused to go along with gerrymandering
parishes so that, for example, part of a Polish neighborhood would be in a parish
with part of a Hungarian neighborhood, all speaking English. They demanded
unity of parish and nationality and the use of native language for everything except
the Holy Mass. Though the Irish were at peace with the English-only rule, they
wanted Irish parishes with Irish priests and nuns, so they joined the others to defeat
the Bishop's plan. The language issue was resolved over the following fifty or so
years when parents came to realize that children schooled in their native languages
were ill-prepared for success in America.
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St. Aloysius
hen my father's family arrived in what was to be our neighborhood they
attended mass in a small frame building run as a mission by St. Thomas
Aquinas Parish. By the time I was born the mission had become St.
Aloysius parish with its own church and campus. The church I attended was built
with tapestry brick in Italian Renaissance style on the outside, with massive handhammered doors surmounted by a canopy containing a statue of St. Aloysius. The
inside was Romanesque, with a main and two side altars of Carrara marble and
Stations of the Cross made of hand-hammered bronze spread out on the walls. It
sat around 1300. To me St. Aloysius church was a Taj Mahal.
The school was administered and staffed by Sisters of the Order of St.
Joseph who lived in a two-story frame house on the parish campus. They were
Catholicism's face for me; most of my time at St. Al's was spent with them rather
than with priests.
The order of the Sisters of St. Joseph started in 17th century France with a
half dozen or so women who joined together to help suffering people in the warravaged village of Le Puy. They searched the streets at night to find and care for
the needy, wearing a full-bodied black robe with black hood and white surplice in
order to be mistaken as widows rather than as prostitutes. This is the style of
clothing they wore when I was at St. Al's.
A small group of them was sent to America from Lyons in response to a
request from the first Bishop of St. Louis to begin a school for the deaf. The
effectiveness of those few nuns led to new demands, one of which was to bring
nuns to the Cleveland area for the education of immigrants.
The sisters of St. Joseph and other orders were a major influence on the
Americanization of Catholic immigrant families, teaching the young and tending to
other needs of the lower socio-economic classes. It's remarkable this influence was
not set down in any history book until 2002, when John Fialka published "Sisters:
Catholic Nuns and the Making of America."
Nuns established the largest private hospital network in the nation and the
most extensive private school system in the world. A remarkable achievement,
Fialka says, in a country where the dominant Protestant culture was markedly
hostile to Roman Catholicism until the 1960s, the age of John F. Kennedy and
Pope John XXIII.
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Nun. The Order of St. Joseph

In the 1930s there were a number of nuns' Orders teaching in Cleveland
Diocese schools. I was lucky to be taught by Sisters of St. Joseph. They focused
more on secular than on religious education, and they guided us in caring for those
needier than ourselves. There were no well-to-do kids at St. Al's but the nuns
taught us to look for and help those less fortunate than ourselves. It was a
powerfully positive message in a number of ways. Nuns of some other orders
emphasized the horrors of going to hell and sternly discouraged reading anything
other than Church-approved literature.
The St. Aloysius campus consisted of the church, the two school buildings,
the parish rectory where four priests lived, the nuns' house and an activities
building, with a paved outdoor play area in the center. I got to know every square
inch of all the buildings except the parish rectory and the nuns' house, in which my
presence was limited to the entry rooms. If you took piano or violin or singing
lessons at the nuns' house you were allowed into the music room.
Very little accommodation was provided for cars; hardly anyone drove to
church. On Sunday mornings an hourly flow of mass-goers walked up and down
St. Clair Avenue and its side streets. "You never walked to church alone," a
parishioner recalled.
There was no kindergarten at St. Al's so I went half-days to a public school
kindergarten at E. 105th St., off St. Clair Avenue. It would have been a grievous
turning point in my life if my teacher had not miraculously intervened.
The Cleveland Public School system prided itself as a vanguard of modern,
progressive education, so the school board was one of the first in the country to
mandate use of intelligence and placement tests in all schools and grades, including
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kindergartens. My class was tested near the end of the school year. The test was
given orally because very few children could read, let alone read instructions for a
test.
I was doomed. My speech was miserably confused from speaking Czech
with my bed-ridden maternal grandmother and English with everyone else. I
uttered bizarre misnomers, like "lard" for "yard," or "cook" for "book."
My intelligence test results were clear and, as the prissy test-giver, whose
eyes looked like fish in a bowl behind his thick lenses, declared, "This boy is
retarded!"
About a week later I was the subject of a meeting held in the school
principal's office. The principal, my parents, my teacher Miss Smiley, the test
giver, a representative of the Cleveland School Board's Testing Services and I were
present. Like the principal, the test-giver and the School Board's representative
wore power clothing: suits with vests, shirts with ties. The prim test-giver
announced to my parents the "clear, un-e-qui-vo-cal proof" - there it was in
numbers! -- that I should be placed in a school for the retarded. This was, of
course, for my own good, as determined by the latest pedagogical scientific canon.
My parents were willing to go along; they probably didn't know what else to
do. But Miss Smiley, my teacher, in one of those moments one cherishes forever,
cuddled me protectively in her arms and said, "This boy is not retarded. He is just
the opposite. He is very bright. Do you know he can read?" My parents didn't. The
principal looked confused. The test-giver challenged Miss Smiley but backed off
when she offered to have me read something. I imagined, there in the warmth of
Miss Smiley's embrace, that the fish behind his glasses were going berserk.
Years later I came to know the shortcomings of intelligence testing in
schools. The scientific basis is unsound in many ways and those who administer
the tests were middling students in high school and college. But back then, people
like my parents assumed the opposite.
There was yet another obstacle to overcome before I could start first grade at
St. Al's. My parents had considered keeping me out of school for a year because I
was needed at home to cater my bedridden grandmother. When I was in
kindergarten my mother and I divided the care-giving. I was at school in the
mornings, she went to work as a seamstress from the time I came home to seven or
eight at night.
No one was certain about state requirements on schooling. My parents
believed their circumstances justified holding me back for one school year.
Priorities were different then, particularly in a blue-collar city like Cleveland,
where the first commandment was, "Put food on the table."
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The authorities would have gone along with the waiver to keep me at home.
If you were not on the dole, but just barely so because both parents worked, as was
the case in our family, you qualified for such special considerations. My parents
didn't apply because my mother found a job as a baker's assistant working from
four to eleven in the morning and a woman down the street volunteered to care for
my grandmother for a few hours in the mornings. In exchange my father built a
den in her basement.
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First Grade
My first memory of St. Al's School is a dark and musty cloakroom to which I had
been banished for disturbing class. My first-grade teacher, Sister Clemencia, said
"Stand there until I call you" with a voice that demanded nothing less.
It was my first encounter with a nun. I'd sneaked glances at them in church,
formidable apparitions in black costume, only the skin of their hands and their
faces, like masks, appearing naked to the eye, propped and surrounded by stiff-asa-board virgin white collars. Someone once described nuns in movement as pale
women of indeterminate age skimming across floors as if on silent rubber wheels.
I stood in the cloakroom for what seemed an eternity and a day, until the
stink of wet wool coats and mildewed boots prevailed. I grabbed my coat and
bolted.
From there to home that day was a three-minute dash down St. Clair Ave. to
E. 114th St., taking me past Abel's Funeral Home, the gully at Blakesly's pond,
where we ice-skated in winter and crossed the creek by walking stones in summer,
a cloistered nuns' home, in back of which I swear I saw a headless man walking
around when I was five, and six or seven neighborhood stores. Sidewalks all the
way, it was the kind of neighborhood where roller skates were used as much for
getting around as for fun.
It was afternoon, so my mother was there when I arrived home breathless
and excited. I blurted out something like "I ran away from school." She asked me
where my boots and lunch box were as she put on her coat to take me back.
Sister Clemencia apologized amiably. She said she had just forgotten I was
in the closet and she should have brought me back to the classroom before the
inevitable frustration took charge. It was a gracious gesture to put the blame on
herself. I appreciated it, though not enough to avoid more time in that desolate,
malodorous cloakroom. I didn't run home again; I amused myself interchanging
coat pocket contents, moving coats around, and turning coats inside out.

Second Grade
By the time I was in second grade my reputation as a class disrupter had
spread through the nun's house, I figured, because the first thing my second grade
teacher said to me was, "I hope you'll be as good a student as your sister was."
Considering that I received all As and my sister received Bs in academic subjects I
figured the veiled threat must have referred to my Poors in conduct.
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Lois and Tom always received Bs in academics and "Good" or "Excellent"
in conduct. Such marks were the embodiment of a perfect student for my mother.
When I brought home my first-grade report cards she looked at them as though
they were something in a foreign language strange to her eyes, or as if she were
learning to read, then she would sign and hand them back to me with a comment
like "well, I'm not used to seeing 'Poor' for behavior."
She decided to deal with my idiosyncrasy when I brought home my first
report card from the second grade, which revealed I had not reformed. She said
nothing about my card, but sat down with me at the kitchen table and placed the
reports Tom and Lois brought home next to mine on the red-and-white-checkered
oilcloth. Deliberately, as though she were preparing to do something of national
importance, she picked up Tom's card and, using what Lois and I called her "soap
opera voice," recited the names of the subjects followed by the "B" as though she
were revealing Aristotle's Golden Mean, then appeared to be ready to break out in
joyous song when she said, "And look at that 'Excellent' in conduct!"
She repeated this performance with Lois's card. My father called such
episodes "evening shows" to differentiate them from mere "matinees." When my
mother began one he often asked, "Iz it ta be an evening show or a matinee, now,
Helen?"
Finally she gingerly picked up my report card, holding it a further distance
from herself than she had held the other two cards, and read, "A, A, A, A, A,"
sounding as though she were desperately searching for something to relieve her of
a great pain. In grim voice, she concluded, "Poor in conduct!"
Cautiously she placed the card back on the table, got up from the chair, gave
me a heavy look and exited the kitchen as though she was following stage
directions written in parentheses after her last line.
Lois once asked, "Do you suppose she rehearses or is it all ad lib?"
The summer following my second year at St. Al's I began to see signs of
President Roosevelt's government-sponsored programs to invigorate the economy.
Each unit in our row house, as well as the individual houses on 114th Street, had a
front porch. In summer people filled the porches and spilled out on the front steps.
That summer I saw fewer fathers sitting on their porches during the daytime. Many
were working on Work Administration Projects, known by everyone as "the
WPA".
The WPA put people on projects ranging from road-building to writing
plays. One of our neighbors did landscaping, another laid bricks for a hospital
extension. The father of a good friend worked on a history-writing project.
Critics of the WPA grumbled about "communism invading our country." I
didn't know the words, but I liked what was happening.
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I've been a bit soft on socialism ever since, but my opinion on the great
debate between socialism and capitalism has evolved over the years to be more
favorable toward capitalism, particularly after I spent four months as a guest
lecturer at Moscow State University during the days of the Soviet Union. Trotsky
said the Communist Party bureaucratic elite "shit all over the revolution, from head
to toe." My months there suggested he was more accurate than those who
proclaimed a "workers' paradise" had been created.
While the WPA enraged America's far right, those on the far left wanted
even more government help for the poor. The Townsend Plan proposed a
government check of $200-a-month for everyone over 65. FDR's Social Security
plan was the compromise. My father and mother entered it in 1936. Years later
when they were both receiving social security checks they were absolutely
delighted and proud they could live in modest comfort on their savings and social
security income.
The WPA was very popular in my neighborhood. I recall the father of a
friend saying it was a lot better than working as a strikebreaking goon. Throughout
the industrial revolution companies hired gangs of unemployed men to break up
strikes. After the collapse in 1930 there was usually a crowd of men gathered early
in the morning at E. 9th and Euclid Avenue, hoping to be selected as strike
breakers. Company trucks and buses stopped, a selection would be made by a
pointed finger at one of the men followed by a thumb jerking at the truck or bus.
When they arrived at the scene of the strike these men would be given blackjacks,
clubs and baseball bats before they were let loose on the strikers.
In later, economically-better, times, when work was easier to find and
protected by unions, those men who had been strike breakers were outcasts and
most of those I knew moved out of the neighborhood. My father was tolerant in his
comments about them, as was his way. He, like my brother, was seldom critical,
usually forgiving in an offhand way. My mother insisted nothing like that had ever
gone on, and if it had, certainly none of our neighbors did it. She didn't like things
happening if she hadn't approved of them.
During the first ten years of my life the United States went from an
essentially laissez-faire economy to a highly government-regulated economy,
though we never adopted as much socialism as did other industrialized countries
such as France and Germany.
Parish political ideology was liberal and progressive. At the turn of the
century papal encyclicals set forth a doctrine of social justice, which didn't
penetrate much further than Catholic scholarship. A few years into the Depression
Catholic clergy and lay people at the grass roots became intensely interested in
issues of social justice. Words from the papal encyclicals were quoted in Sunday
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sermons and in our classrooms we learned a commitment to government
interference on behalf of redistribution of wealth. Most of St. Al's parishioners
were Democrats.

Third Grade
"Confirmation" was in third grade, symbolizing my full-fledged
commitment to the Catholic Church. At baptism I had been brought into the
Church by my parents and godparents. At confirmation I was to accept Christ and
renounce the devil on my own.

Photo credit: Cleveland Press Collection
Cleveland Diocese Bishop James McFadden, 1932-1943

One of the very few times the Bishop came to a parish service was for
confirmation. During the mass those to be confirmed went to the communion
railing and waited, kneeling, for the Bishop to make the sign of the cross on our
foreheads with chrism before slapping us lightly on the cheek. The chrism signified
the entrance of the Holy Spirit; the slap initiated us as "soldiers of Christ." It was
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the closest we would ever be to the Bishop unless we chose to become nuns or
priests and he presided over our ordination.
Hitler's invasion of Czechoslovakia happened when I was preparing for the
rites of confirmation, which involved memorizing the Apostle's Creed, trying to
decide which of my relatives I should ask to be my sponsor, and hoping my mother
wouldn't find anything in Tom's discarded clothing for the occasion.
Some of my Czech relatives were distressed by the Nazi blitzkrieg in the
Sudetenland. They came over when my father wasn't home, ranting about it in
Czech with my mother. After my kindergarten escape from the wisdom of the
Cleveland School system, my father said he thought Czech should no longer be
spoken in our home, which is something I'm sure he wanted to say for a long time
because he barely understood a word. It was unlike him to make a demand like
that, so everyone obeyed as though he were Moses casually handing us an eleventh
commandment. When he was home, that is.
I couldn't understand them. When a group of Czechs argue, at least three
agitated voices are heard simultaneously. The din seriously surpassed my Czechlanguage skills. My mother told me her relatives were almost as upset with her as
they were with Hitler. She wasn't concerned at all about what Hitler did. For some
of her relatives she was not far from being a traitor.
My mother was unsentimental about "the old country" and proudly oblivious
to world events. Not until the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor and my brother's
ripeness for conscription did rumors of war come to her attention.
My last third-grade report card intensified my mother's frustrations with
what she saw as a square peg in her world of round holes. Some of the "A"s were
followed by plus signs, which for her were surely satanic scribbles.
Even so, I detected signs she was wearying of the battle. Partly perhaps
because Uncle Bill was now living in the neighborhood, at my grandparents' home,
an unnerving presence for the family because he had become a member of the
Eastside Irish mob. He claimed to be "really on the inside" but was probably more
like a gofer.
Mobsters got their foothold and then flourished in Cleveland during the
Prohibition years, 1919 to 1933, when the manufacture, sale, and transportation of
alcoholic drinks were illegal. A lot of whisky made in Canada crossed Lake Erie in
a shuttle service called the "Big Jewish Navy" because it was run by Meyer
Lansky's Cleveland Syndicate. The Syndicate shared the booze with Cleveland's
Italian and Irish mobs.
The booze remained in Cleveland or was shipped out to other cities via the
Ohio Valley. Lake Erie, the Cuyahoga River running south from the lake, and
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major highways provided convenient transportation. Cleveland's corrupt political
and police cultures also provided a helping, while outstretched, hand.
When Prohibition ended, the Syndicate turned to big-time gambling, bought
off the authorities from top to bottom, and decorated Cleveland with casinos and
bookie-joints. As with the booze business, the Italian and Irish mobs got into the
action.
Uncle Bill said Cleveland's mobs invented the wire service supplying race
results to bookies throughout America. On the national level, according to phone
company records, the mobs were the third largest phone user in the country, just
behind the Federal government and the military.
He bragged about playing poker with some of the toughest guys in the Irish
mob, sharing smoke-filled rooms with real leg-breakers.
Eventually his losses added up to what the mob called "a debt to be paid."
Uncle Bill went into hiding in my grandparents' home. My parents told me to deny
knowing him, should I be asked about him. And I was asked. By behemoths in
shiny suits with black turtle-necked sweaters. "Hey," they growled at me, "herd ya
called 'Jimmy Heefee,' d'ya know Billy Heefee?"
Though Uncle Bill was not my favorite relative I do owe him a little because
I gained status with my friends by having an uncle hiding from the mob. Those
who heard me refuse to give him up to the behemoths spread the word, Heaphey's
a tough kid. I needed that, along with the reputation for being dauntless in the
presence of Edward. I was a skinny kid with rickets who needed all the muscle he
could get via reputation.

Fourth Grade
For various reasons, some of which I understood at the time and some of
which came to me later in life, the fourth grade was a very good year.
Going into fourth grade was a rite of passage; you left the small building and
entered the big building. Those were the names all the kids used - "small building,"
for first through third grades, "big building," for fourth through eighth grades.
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Photo credit: the author
The "Big Building" (left) The Rectory (right)

The big building was a muscular, three storied, red-brick square with its own
culture and customs designed to intimidate fourth-grade newcomers. For example,
at the beginning and end of the school day imperious eighth graders, always boys,
stood guard at the top of each stairway. Officially their duty was to keep us from
running up or down the stairs. If you ran, they could order a retreat to the lower
floor followed by a slow-motion walk back up. Most of them practiced a loose
interpretation of their authority. When a guard wanted to attract the attention of
some girls, any fourth-grader in view was doomed. "You!" he would bellow, even
when you were taking each stair at a snail's pace, brandishing a pointed index
finger, "back down and up again, sloooow-ly!"
That was my first lesson in abuse of authority for personal gain. I wanted to
be a stair guard.
The smell of cough drops was another distinguishing feature of the big
building. All through the school year, cold and flu season or not, the too-sweet
aroma filled the building, particularly in the sixth, seventh and eighth grade
classrooms. Chewing gum was forbidden but open flaps of cough drop boxes jutted
defiantly out of boys' trouser pockets. Girls, always stealthier than boys, not only
kept them hidden but also could conceal that they were sucking them. Lois showed
me how they did it, keeping the cough drop under the tongue. Luden's (orange box,
black lettering) was the cough drop of preference. Cherry-flavored Luden's with a
silhouette of Abe Lincoln on the front of the box was the favorite.
Sister Augusta Mulligan, my fourth grade teacher, opened the door of
learning for me, encouraging me to go beyond the classroom, specifically to the
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Glenville branch of the Cleveland Public Library, which was a 15-minute walk
from my house.
The Cleveland Public Library system, with neighborhood branches, was an
Andrew Carnegie legacy. He offered large sums of money to cities willing to
establish public libraries financially maintained by dedicated taxes. Cleveland
seized the opportunity and built a world-class library system. I suspect the
Glenville branch was particularly excellent because Glenville High School, in the
heart of one of Cleveland's two largest Orthodox Jewish neighborhoods, was noted
for students who outclassed all other Cleveland public students in academic
achievement.
Sister Augusta gave me an afternoon off and a letter of introduction to the
Glenville library. I gave the letter to a librarian at the main desk. She told me her
name and took me into the first of the library's four rooms, stopping at a stack of
colorful large books under a window. I'd never been in the presence of a person
who kept their glasses attached by a cord around the neck and spoke such lovely
English in softened tones. I still remember the feeling of awe in her presence and I
wanted to learn to speak as she did.
She explained we were in the children's reading room and the books in front
of us were fairy tales graded to reading-level abilities by color. I should start at the
lowest level and work my way up. She promised I would find them fun to read and
would also be laying the groundwork for my future education because fairy tales
are the basis for all of literature, whether popular or classical. All literary themes,
she explained, such as courage, vengeance, love, and redemption were pioneered
and explored in fairy tales. She really had my attention, and I will never forget that
afternoon with her.
I went through the fairy tales in a few months. As I came and went to check
out and return books I talked more with that librarian and got to know two others.
In the following years I flourished in a magnificent new world of discovery, guided
and mentored by those three women. They were ever available to talk about what I
had just finished, and to recommend what I should read next.
Author Frank McCourt, recalling his own boyhood as an Irish Catholic,
worded better than I could ever hope to, the epiphanies of reading. He was born
around the same time I was, though his family was "dirt poor," in the sense that
they lacked the two potatoes. In "Angela's Ashes," one of McCourt's teachers says,
"you might be poor, your shoes might be broken, but stock your mind with good
reading and you can move through the world resplendent. Your mind can be a
palace."
Sister Augusta's guidance is one of the reasons I feel lucky to have been in
the hands of the Sisters of St. Joseph. In the Cleveland Diocese there were two
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opposing views on what the young should be taught. Some priests, nuns and
parishioners believed that kids should be kept within the ken of conservative
Catholicism. Others believed that kids should explore beyond it. The
unadventurous view was particularly favored in parishes where most of the
parishioners were of one non-English-speaking immigrant group, such as my
mother's.
My father didn't seem to care if I spent hours at the library and toted home
an armful of books, but it distressed my mother. When, as she put it, I had my nose
in books, she was demonstrably uncomfortable. I don't know how many times she
said, "You should be out playing with your friends." I thought she'd wear out the
phrase. If Sister Augusta had not been the one who was encouraging me, I think
the pressure to stop reading would have been unbearable. As was the case at most
Catholic supper tables,
"Sister says" trumped all other sources of authority at ours.
Even with Sister Augusta running interference for me, the situation required
subterfuge. I was probably the only kid in Cleveland who told his mother he was
going out playing when he was going to the library. Or, who had to hide books
bearing names suspect to my mother, like Plato or Shakespeare. Lois suggested I
disguise the books with comic-book covers.
It would be unfair to leave the impression my mother was peculiar because
she feared education. Her Parish experience was fundamentally different from
mine. Novelist Mary Gordon had experiences in a Catholic school similar to my
mother's.
"I used to have to hide books under my desk," Gordon says. "The idea of
reading a book was suspect or threatening."
Faith and knowledge have been tense rivals throughout the history of the
Catholic Church. Though there are eminent Catholic universities and renowned
Catholic contributions to humanism and science, the Church has always harbored a
distrust, a fear that humanism and science undermine faith. Savonarola once
famously expressed it in quoting a line from the Gospel of Paul. "I am going to
destroy the wisdom of the wise and bring to nothing the understanding of any who
understand. Do you not see how God has shown up human wisdom as folly?" I
published my first article in the fourth grade.
At the end of each school year a publication titled "The Alogram" was
mimeographed and distributed to seventh and eighth graders. On the cover page
was a picture of the graduating class standing on the outside stairs of the little
building. Seventh graders wrote most of the articles chronicling eighth graders'
accomplishments. As a tribute to being in the big building the fourth, fifth, and
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sixth grades were each allowed one article about a school year event in their
classroom.

Photo credit: the author
Article in "The Alogram," 1944

Sister Augusta held an open competition for the fourth grade. "Write an
article about something your class did this year. Two other Sisters and I will pick a
winner who will write an article on the same subject for the Alogram," was her
challenge.
I wrote on our class's use of zeppelin stickers to indicate our progress on
something, I don't remember what it was. It could have been collecting pennies for
the missionaries in China or for miscellaneous American Catholic Charities, selling
raffle tickets for the annual parish new car lottery, or collecting food for
distribution in Hoovervilles.
Raising money for charities was not a natural urge for kids like me. Most of
us had to find jobs to pay for anything beyond the bare necessities. If you wanted
to go to a movie you cut a lawn, shoveled snow, carried groceries from the store to
home for older women, put cans on shelves or swept the floor in a store, or
something like that.
The nuns encouraged us to pay attention to people worse off than ourselves;
they used games and contests to put fun in it. Beginning in the second grade there
was always something for which your class was raising money (literally, pennies).
The choice of zeppelin stickers as measures of our progress must have come
from Sister Augusta's fascination with German dirigibles and zeppelins. She had
pictures of the Hindenburg and Graf Zeppelin which we passed around and
chattered about. I don't think it was part of any lesson plan. Sister Augusta wanted
to share her joy. Perhaps because both of her parents were from Ireland, she was
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excited by stretches of the imagination. She told us Count von Zeppelin came to
America from Germany to be an observer, high up in a balloon, for the Union army
during the Civil War. After he returned home he invented the zeppelin.
Forty or so years later my memory of Sister Augusta was revived at a
Gasthaus in Schweinfurt, Germany. On my first morning there, I was drinking
deliciously strong coffee and putting too much butter on my kaiser rolls when I
noticed some pictures on the wall next to my chair in the breakfast room. They
were turn-of-the-century photographs of German army officers standing in front of
balloons, dirigibles and zeppelins. Then I noticed that the entire room was
decorated with the same kind of pictures. I got up and walked closer to another
wall where I thought there was some printing underneath one of the pictures.
Below a man looking regal in a Prussian army officer's dress uniform were the
words "Count von Zeppelin," done in classical curlicue German lettering. Looking
further down the wall I saw more pictures of the Count, in flight dress, various
uniforms and civilian clothes, always standing confidently with impeccable
posture.
When I asked the gasthaus frau about the pictures, she proudly informed me,
"Yes, this is his house, this is the house where the Count was a boy." It was one of
those moments when the lone traveler wishes a certain person from his past were
with him. I wonder if Sister Augusta had any notion about how she gave me, and
who knows how many thousands more, dreams to be enjoyed the rest of our lives.
My essay on the stickers won. I stayed after school for three or four days
writing and rewriting the article for the Alogram article. Sister Augusta critiqued
them. When she was satisfied, the draft had to survive the critical eye of Sister
Annunciata, the principal of St. Aloysius school. Unfortunately I was well-known
to Sister Annunciata for my classroom misconduct. Sisters were allowed to punish
us with time in the cloakroom or with after-school cleanup tasks. When they
thought something more corporeal was needed they sent us to the principal's office
where we would hold out our hands palms up for a painful swatting by a yardstick
in the hand of what seemed to be a very powerful woman. I knew well the
yardstick's sting.
I took the first draft approved by Sister Augusta to Sister Annunciata's
office. She studied it with pursed lips, her face stone still, then she red-penciled
notes on it; more notes, I thought, than the words I had written. She handed it to
me without a change in her facial expression or a word. I ran back upstairs - one of
the nice things about being in the school after hours was the absence of imperious
hall guards - and showed it to Sister Augusta, who said the suggestions were
helpful.
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After rewriting I revisited the principal's office. This time she used her red
pencil less. Back upstairs I went.
Sister Annunciata's red pencil was not silenced until the fourth draft or so.
As this went along Sister Augusta gave me more and more encouragement, telling
me she could understand if I was getting frustrated. She wanted me to know the
principal was setting very high standards indeed for a fourth grader. I felt she was
on my side and I loved her for it.
For years I talked about this as "a tale of two nuns," to show how really nice
some nuns were, and how unreasonable some others could be. Not until many
years later did I realize what was happening. The Sisters had played "good cop,
bad cop," trying to bring out the best I could do. The lesson was important to me:
after the fun of writing your first draft you must discipline yourself to do the
tedious and unpleasant reworking any piece needs. How many times have I heard
someone, often at a cocktail party, tell me he or she would love to be a writer
because he or she had so much to say, as though writing is like playing a fun game,
and I have thought to myself: First show me you can survive the rewriting ordeal
of Sisters Annunciata and Augusta.
And there's another point to be made. In those days publication was a major
undertaking. First you placed sheets of special stencil paper in a (manual!)
typewriter, set the ribbon control to "stencil" and typed your copy on to the sheet.
You didn't use the ribbon because your object was to cut through the paper with the
typewriter key. You hit the keys slowly, carefully. Typing mistakes were
incorrigible monsters.
The finished stencil was placed on a mimeograph drum, the surface of which
you had previously inked. You then turned the drum with a hand crank. A blank
sheet of paper was drawn in from a tray, pressed against the drum so that the ink
came through the stencil and printed the copy. Think messy! Your hands were
soon covered with ink which quickly made its way to your clothes. Stencils
wrinkled, making messy copies. Often the typewriter keys penetrated too deeply,
resulting in "g"s and "o"s filled in by the ink. And the stench of hot wax and ink
was only breaths away from being unbearable.
Tom was in eighth grade when I was in the fourth. He and his buddies
constituted the nucleus of the St. Aloysius sports teams. All parishes had football,
basketball, boxing and baseball teams competing in the Catholic Youth
Organization (CYO) League. Chicago Bishop Bernard Shell started the CYO in
1930 to, "give young men in this city an alternative to standing around on
Depression street corners admiring Al Capone."
The weekly Catholic Universe Bulletin ran the latest standings and the
previous week's scores, just like the Cleveland secular papers ran them for the
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Cleveland Indians baseball team, the Cleveland Rams football team and the
Cleveland Barons hockey team. At that time only Catholic and other private
schools provided organized sports in grammar schools.
Tom and his eighth-grade friends could never have imagined that four years
after they wore St. Al's "blue and white" they would be carrying military weapons
on foreign soil, or that at the end of the century Tom Brokaw would honor them in
his book, "The Greatest Generation."
"With abandon" is an expression that might have been invented to describe
Tom's participation in sports. In football he played fullback on offense and line
backer on defense with an enthusiasm that bordered on recklessness. He was
carried out of almost every game, sometimes twice, to the cheerleaders sing-song
"He's the man, Whooo's the man, Heeee's the Saint Alo-whish-ous man, Whooooo,
Heeee-fee!"
My sister was one of the cheerleaders. After games she would stare at the
ground and say, "It is soooo embarrassing."

Photo credit: the author
Father Hallinan, 1944

Father Hallinan was St. Al's sports' priest at that time. He directed all sports
and sometimes coached when there were no parish volunteers. A youthful, witty,
and charismatic man, Father Hallinan was a gifted after-dinner speaker for end-of-
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season sports nights, bingo events and wedding parties. His witticisms were Parish
lore. When Bing Crosby played the beloved priest in "Going My Way" we were
certain he took his inspiration from Father Hallinan.
He visited our house once, the day after Tom, going a bit too far with his
derring-do, broke his arm in a game with Holy Name Academy. When a priest
walked from the priests' house to one of ours he was always carefully observed
once he turned off of St. Clair Avenue on to the residential street. What everyone
looked for was the black extreme unction bag, indicating the last rites were to be
administered.
I opened the door to his knock. First I saw the black trousers and jacket, then
I looked for his right hand. Before I got my eyes there he raised both hands, spread
his fingers wide, and gave me a big Irish grin, saying, "no bag! no bag!"
He came to see Tom more for physical than for religious reasons. There
were no doctors' offices in my neighborhood. I dreaded the hour-or-longer streetcar
ride to our doctor's building and the endless waiting in his office, always teeming
with god-awful-looking sick people wheezing and coughing phlegm or moaning in
pain. My father would say, "Sum a thim are sick as small hospitals."
Fortunately, routine eye-checks and other basic health needs were provided
by a nurse at St. Al's. The priests and nuns could never be sure a child was
receiving medical care beyond the basics because if the care had to be paid for it
was assigned a lower priority than food. And that is why Father Hallinan came to
visit.
I don't know what he would have done had Tom not been in an arm cast but
I'm sure I imagined he would have known how to deal with a broken arm or
anything else. I didn't believe in miracles, not even from him, but I believed he
could do anything needing doing.
I invited Father Hallinan to sit in the living room. My father came in and
said, "H'lo Father." Then he did his deadpan and said, "Oh my, Jimmy, what'ya
done now?" My mother cried out from the kitchen "Jesus, Mary" in Czech.
Four years later, along with most of the players on that year's St. Al's teams,
Father Hallinan went into uniform, serving as a chaplain in Australia, New Guinea,
and the Phillipines. A Jewish GI gave a testimony to Chaplain Hallinan, saying,
"He is the best friend any man in the service could have."
At a Mass he offered during a leave, Father Hallinan talked about the
Cleveland Diocesan priests, altar boys, and sports players he had run into between
battles.
"I met several times in New Guinea with Father Jim Murphy from
Immaculate Conception parish," he said with a familiar twinkle. "We talked about
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the time St. Al's beat Immaculate Conception in the last game of the 1941 football
season. That is, I talked about it, and he listened."
After the war the Church hierarchy noticed Father Hallinan's talents. He
became a bishop in Cleveland and eventually was the Archbishop of Atlanta.
During the 1960s he was a prominent voice and activist in the Civil Rights
Movement.
In the spring of my fourth-grade year, the Cleveland Indians' strikeout king
Bob Feller pitched the first no-hitter opening-day game, in Comiskey Park against
the Chicago White Sox. Tom sat attentively by the radio for the Indians' games.
About ten minutes before a game he would click the radio on, waiting for it to
warm up; then he patiently worked on tuning in the station, which required slowmotion fingering back and forth across the station's number. During the game he
kept batting statistics in a neat parade of boxes after the players' names and saved
the sheets for years.
The day after Feller's no-hitter, Tom recreated every pitch of the ninth
inning, throwing a tennis ball to me on the sidewalk in front of our house, while
imitating the voice of Jack Graney, who covered all the Indians' games for a local
radio station. "Fella stretches. There's the windup. There's the pitch. Blazin fast
ball. Stee-rike three! Called!"
That opening day game spoke for the upturn taking place in Cleveland. The
war in Europe created demand for producers' goods, such as machine tools and
construction equipment, for which Cleveland was a prize resource.
I saw the revival no further away than the cluster of stores on St. Clair
Avenue. Women were buying more at the two grocery stores, Kroger's and Fisher
Brothers, so there was more demand for me and my wagon to get groceries from
store to home. More empty delivery boxes were accumulating behind the stores, so
it was easier to get a Saturday job flattening boxes and loading them on trucks.
More business also meant more to clean up inside the stores at the end of the day.
Shopkeepers who had been doing their own clean-ups hired kids to do it. I was
earning so many dimes that I could afford a second-hand wagon with detachable
sides.
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Photo credit: Cleveland Press Collection
Grocery Store, 1930's

From that year on I was always looking for a way to make money doing odd
jobs at one of the stores. There were two payoffs. One was the money and the other
was the pride in being elevated to a new skill status. At Ace Pharmacy, for
example, I progressed from sweeping the floor to stock boy to getting things for
customers and finally, the ultimate promotion, to being trusted ringing up sales on
the cash register and making change. At Kroger's I went from kid-with-a-wagon to
store sweeper to stock boy to service person without cash register access to sales
person with cash register access entrusted to write down prices of a long shopping
list then adding it up in my head.
There were two jobs I really liked at the grocery store. One was reaching up
fifteen feet or more with what we called "the claw" to snare a cereal box; the other
was grinding coffee.
We depended on local grocery stores but fresh vegetables and fruits were not
available throughout the year, at least not at a price affordable by people in my
neighborhood. Many families adopted self-help measures such as canning. Two or
three times a year my mother, Tom, Lois and I prepared and preserved foods in jars
for winter meals. In August's dog days we peeled, cored and quartered fruit, added
water, then cooked it in kettles on the stovetop until tender, adding sugar during
the cooking.
The next morning we put the result in sterilized fruit jars, added salt and
water, then put the lids on loosely. The jars were put in a large boiler which was
filled with water until it came to the top of the jars. The boiler was placed on the
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stovetop, brought to a boil and boiled for a few hours. When the jars were removed
the lids were removed, a rubber seal placed around the jar top, and the lids
reattached very firmly so no air could enter. The jars were stored on wooden
shelves in the basement.

Fifth Grade
When I was in fifth grade, Monsignor Daley, the head priest, visited our
class to explain what was involved in becoming an altar boy. He took some
questions and then left booklets containing the priest's invocations and the altar
boys' responses, all in Latin. I was enticed.

Photo credit: Cleveland Press Collection <>
Holy Communion, St. Aloysius, 1938

Those were the days of Devotional Catholicism, when mass was called "the
holy mass," novenas and saying the rosary flourished, singing was restricted to the
church choir and soloist, always in Latin, and overall there was a distinct
separation between the mystique of the altar and the commonplace of just being in
attendance. Only priests and altar boys were allowed at the altar. The boys wore
floor-length black cassocks, partly covered by white surplices with square-yoked
necklines.
I seldom go to church these days but when I do I'm reminded of the Asbury
Park love-ins in the 60s. The congregation sings, lay people are at the altar, Latin is
a dead language, there are biblical-oriented meditation booklets, public penitential
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services, prayer groups and parish-mission statements. I'm reminded of my
reaction to being a Unitarian for a few years, where mysticism is overshadowed by
rational thought. Listening to the Sunday sermon at a Unitarian service reminded
me of listening to undergrad philosophy lectures.
In a way, today's Catholicism is a return to the early 19th century. The first
Catholics arriving in America had no priest, so parish leadership was left to
laymen. When the priest arrived, the people and he had to learn how to work
together. The governance system was similar to that of American Protestant
churches; the priest worked together with laymen elected by parishioners. Liturgy
was simple and the interior of Catholic churches was, like Protestant churches,
plain and devoid of the decorative statues and paintings found in European
Catholic churches. Solemn, complex liturgy along with decorative statues and
paintings, Devotional Catholicism, emerged in the late 19th century.
The modern church emphasis on ecumenism is, I believe, very laudable. Too
many priests were too critical of Protestantism in the early and middle-twentieth
centuries. I was lucky. My parents and the religious authorities who influenced me
as a boy left me with the impression that belief in and commitment to God is vital,
but specific religions are not.
My neighborhood was ecumenical in its way, or at least religiously tolerant.
I think this is illustrated in the relationship that the neighborhood kids had with Mr.
and Mrs. Frantz.

Photo credit: Cleveland Press Collection
Downtown Cleveland, 1930's
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Private cars were parked in front of only a few houses on 114th St. in the
1930s. The owners were usually former members of the well-to-do middle class
who had fallen from the grace of affluence, like Mr. and Mrs. Frantz, a childless
couple, who lived in the first house before our terrace. We kids liked them. They
never complained when our street games invaded their front yard. They tipped
when we cut their lawn. And they always bought St. Al's raffle tickets from us,
even though they were Lutheran. For years I washed their car every weekend in
spring and summer, a Hudson Essex Terraplane, daydreaming I was out in it
cruising for girls.
Theirs was one of the houses we protected from Halloween out-of-towners'
pranks. Out-of-towners were boys who didn't live in the neighborhoods they
prowled. Being an out-of-towner was a few steps up the bad-boy ladder. Below
them were boys like myself who dumped garbage on the porches of mean-andnasty people in our neighborhood. Out-of-towners didn't discriminate between the
good and the bad. They struck when the opportunity was there. Mr. and Mrs.
Frantz were an easy target because their backyard area was very dark and they
were usually in the front of the house handing out treats.
We protected the Frantz house in two-boy-teams, each team doing a 30minute shift. The youngest took the first shifts, starting when the street lights went
out, because they had to be home earlier. Armed with a whistle to call in support
the two boys took strategic positions in the backyard of the protected house.
Usually the whistle blast drove the out-of-towners away, but some were spoiling
for a fight, so if you were on watch you prayed other boys would respond quickly,
hopefully big ones.
Though I recall memories like Mr. and Mrs. Frantz with considerable good
feelings and they bolster my support for ecumenism, I would not have wanted to
become an altar boy if it had not been the age of Devotional Catholicism when the
altar was the summit of mysticism, where the altar boy was physically almost
indivisible from the priest in whom realization of all religious rites dwelled.
The inside of St. Al's was mysteriously appealing, a place of compelling
sensual experiences - the smoky smells from candles, strident echoes of a person
walking in an empty church, and the unreachably-high grand ceiling.
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Photo credit: Cleveland Press Collection
Festival of Easter Lilies, St. Aloysius, 1936

Inspired by the idea of being a member of the select few, I learned the Latin
dialogue between priest and altar boys, then mastered the choreography for all four
altar boy positions. But I came upon a stone wall in the test administered by the
nun we called "the inspector-general."
Before I was allowed to actually serve at mass I had to pass five days of her
neatness and cleanliness inspection, which included hair, ears, teeth, shoes and
hands. Each morning before school I presented myself to the IG. By the third
morning I was acceptable in all categories except knuckles and fingernails. I
washed them before presenting myself to her, but I could not get them clean
enough, at least not clean enough looking. She tsked-tsked, hurried away, came
back with a stiff-bristled brush, stood at the sink and beckoned me to join her. She
showed me how to scrub my knuckles and fingernails, vigorously with soap,
almost-scalding hot water and a brush that felt like sand paper.
There were two obstacles to my passing the knuckles and fingernails test. In
my home there was one bathroom for five people. The bathtub was filled only once
each night. If you were not the first person to bathe the water was not even hot and
certainly not inviting enough to spend time on fine points like knuckles and
fingernails. In the morning everyone was in a rush and there was no hot water.
The second obstacle was the game of marbles. When I was ten, I was
addicted to it. There is no way to get down on your knees in the dirt, shoot some
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serious marbles, and get up with anything other than thoroughly dirt-stained
knuckles and fingernails.
To play marbles you begin by scratching a circle in dirt with your finger tip,
about the size of a garbage can lid. The players agree on the number of marbles
they will ante up from their pockets, drop them in the circle with their backs to it,
then agree to a way of deciding who shoots first.
Shooters, or attack marbles, are as important to a dedicated marbles player
as the sword was to a samurai. You get down on your knees, bend over with your
shooter between your thumb and index finger, lay the rest of the hand at the edge
of the circle's line without smudging it, site your prey, then propel your shooter
with the skill and strength you have developed after hours and hours of practice.
When you knock a marble out of the circle, it's yours.
This was one of the few games at which I excelled. By the time I was eleven
I could beat even Tom and his friends. Kids were known to go home crying after a
match with me. One mother pounded on our back door one day to complain I had
won all of her boy's marbles. My mother made me give them back. It was clear to
me women have no stomach for the brutality of competition.
I carried my marbles including two shooters in my left pocket, ever ready for
a match, your dirt or mine, or the city's. If I could find no opponent on my way to
school I drew a circle and practiced. Before I left for church on Sunday, during
those marble-addiction years, my mother would yell out, "Don't take your marbles,
Jimmy!" It was not that she worried I would stop and play a game on the way on
the Lord's Day. She saw it as another reason for me to have my hand in my pocket,
stroking my marbles, getting my fingers dangerously close to "it." My mother
feared the temptations of pockets even when they didn't have marbles in them. One
night in a rage of chastity she sewed up all of Tom's and my pockets.
The IG was not to give up if she thought you were trying. She told me she
was clearing me to be an altar boy at the 6:45 morning mass, for which I would
have show up at 6:15 to scrub. Not even I wanted to get up early enough to get in a
round of practice marbles in the dark, particularly in winter, when it could be
relentlessly cold and gray.
Getting up so early for mass in winter made me the logical person to set up
the day's heating system. Coal was delivered in summer or early fall by trucks
backed up to our opened coal-bin windows, then tilted down towards the window
so the coal would run down a chute into the bin. On coal-delivery days street
windows were painted with black soot.
When we went to bed the furnace was banked so there would be something
left in the morning to start the new coals. There was no thermostat. As soon as I
awoke I would go to the basement, put on workman's gloves, and shovel coal into
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the furnace. We saved the ashes in bushel baskets to pour on icy stairs and
sidewalks.
In the springtime of my fifth-grade year I decided I wanted to learn to play
guitar. I told my parents I would pay for the guitar and the lessons. The Wurlitzer
Company in Cleveland offered a year's program in which you bought the guitar
along with the lessons on a weekly payment basis. As
usual my mother took over the parental position. She agreed to accordion,
not guitar. Eastern Europeans love accordions. Guitars were less favored, perhaps
because they were so prevalent in hobos' camps. I went along with my mother
because I had bigger fish to fry with her regarding the kind of work I wanted to do
in the coming summer, which I'll explain below.
I took accordion lessons for years and years, and practiced and practiced,
and played with innumerable combos of little fame in night clubs and beer halls, at
weddings and other celebrations. Along the way I taught myself to play imperfect
piano, adding it to a performance package that included imperfect singing and
arranging. I made what was called "good money" for my age, playing with popular,
polka, and country groups. But there came a time when I just knew I didn't have
the natural talent necessary to get to where I wanted. I learned there are things at
which I would not succeed no matter how hard I worked at it.
I don't know if guitar would have made a difference. The thought it might
sustains one of my conceits, because being a musician was the dream of my young
life. Failure left me with only compromises in finding a job or selecting a career. It
was accidental though fortunate that those many hours spent with my nose in
books gave me a head start on school stuff, including graduate studies.
In the summer I turned twelve I made an audacious move in the world of
work. Tom had begun to caddy the previous summer, bringing home really good
money. I wanted to caddy. But there were two obstacles.
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Photo credit: the author
Me at The Country Club Caddy Shack, 1942

First was the distance from our neighborhood to any of the country clubs.
They were located beyond the end of public transportation lines. To get to one of
them required long streetcar and bus rides just to get to places where caddy buses
made pickups.
At the end of your bag-lugging day you never knew how many others would
be with you when the club caddy bus dropped you off, and it could be a long wait
for public transportation to arrive, especially on Sunday. Rough characters
sometimes cruised these areas to rob the caddies, and sometimes do worse.
The second obstacle was caddy-shack life which new caddies saw a lot of
because they were on the bottom of the "call for caddy" list. As my brother put it to
my parents in his vigorous protest, I would be mixing with some real scum.
I enlisted Church support for the inescapable battle with my mother over
becoming a caddy. Father Hallinan listened to my argument and agreed to be in my
corner if I promised to give him reports now and then on how things were going.
Poor Tom, my mother decided I could go if I stuck close to him, which was
impossible once we arrived at the caddy shack and his number was called. Against
his better judgment and certainly against his own wishes he went along.
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Delivery in Shaker Heights

Sixth Grade
Father Daley visited our sixth-grade classroom a few days before
Thanksgiving to tell us about a St. Aloysius Christmastime tradition. Each year the
sixth, seventh and eighth grade classes made creches during the first week of
December. Father Daley explained how the tradition got started and said he would
like to start a new one, an annual sixth-grade Christmas play. He pinned a dollar
bill on the wood frame of the blackboard and said, "Have a contest. The winner
gets this."
Thanksgiving dinner was always held at "the house." At that time my
father's parents were living with Uncle Ed and Aunt Theresa. Before dinner I asked
Aunt Theresa to help me with my play. She was the romantic in the family, a pretty
and lovingly feminine Irish lady who seemed to be always bubbling over with
positive and good feelings about everything around her.
After dinner, following hallowed tradition, the men went downstairs to the
basement-den, built by my father of course, to play ping pong and poker, the
women cleared the dining room table to play canasta, and the children went to a
movie. Aunt Theresa took me into the living room where we sat and talked about
my play. I'd read a little Shakespeare and some Platonic dialogues; otherwise I was
completely ignorant about plays and writing dialogue. I had a plot of sorts in mind.
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I doubt if Aunt Theresa had ever read a play. I needed her way of confidence
building, another of her gifts.
She suggested I start writing down the names of characters and the opening
lines of dialogue. As I did so she would read and say something like, "Oh, Jimmy,
how do you ever think of such nice ways to put things. This is so good." In a few
hours we had a play. Well, a very short one-act play titled "Mickey's Christmas
Dream," in which five-year-old Mickey begs his parents to take him to midnight
Mass on Christmas Eve, falls asleep at Mass, dreams he is at the
stable witnessing the birth of Jesus, and wakes up with a piece of straw in
his hand.
I won the dollar and took Aunt Theresa out for a chocolate soda, which
wasn't good for her because she had diabetes, but it was her favorite treat.
Aunt Theresa spoke often about how much she wanted to travel around the
world. Except for military service, no one in my family went much further than a
summer cottage at nearby Lake Erie. Beginning in 1952, when I was in French
Morocco with the U.S. Air Force, I sent Aunt Theresa cards from countries around
the world. It became a special connection between us. She called me her "magical
genie who takes me to all these wonderful places." When I would go back to
Cleveland and see her she would take out the cards and ask me questions. If I didn't
know the answers she wanted me to make something up.
There was only one subject I could not talk about with Aunt Theresa, her
standing in the Church. Theresa married a German Lutheran, Ed Daus, so they
were not married in church. On a warm sunny day in June they made the rounds of
family homes to show us Theresa's wedding ring. No one was really surprised, nor
was anyone critical of a marriage happening without the church's blessing. That
was not the family style.
Theresa and Ed were my role models for romance. They belonged at a Great
Gatsby soiree, standing poolside with champagne glasses in hand, strikingly
attractive and urbane. Ed had been a football star at Cleveland East High School.
He was trim and fit with Cary Grant mannerisms. He used an FDR-type cigarette
holder with casual finesse; just watching him smoke made me feel sophisticated.
Theresa and he dated the six or so years he was at Western Reserve University
getting a bachelors and then a degree in dentistry. She always appeared happiest
when she was holding on with both hands to his tan sinewy forearm.
They had a grand, expensive house, by our standards, built away from the
neighborhood, but close enough to be "the house" when they took in Paw and
Grandma. Eventually they also took in Izabel, another of my father's sisters, who
had a mysterious relationship with an unknown man ("drifter," my mother said)
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away from Cleveland for a year or so. From the day she returned she lived at "the
house" helping raise the two Daus children, Judy and Bud.
At that time Ed was the only person in my extended family who had gone to
college. There were no college grads in my neighborhood. World War II and the
GI bill changed this but
not by much. In my neighborhood, my brother and a few others went to
college. Most of the others, and all the other members of my extended family, used
the GI Bill to learn a trade.
Tom's college education was a compromise. Always reluctant to rock the
boat, he spent just enough time studying at a local college to earn a bachelor's
degree in accounting while working part time. My mother was pleased he wasn't
spending a lot of time "with his nose in books" and the books he had around the
house were about accounting, which was all right, plus he intended to get a job
with the Internal Revenue Service, which was more than all right because she
believed we should seek government jobs "for that security."
Years later Tom became fascinated with philosophical and psychological
themes in literature, especially by conflicts in the human condition. He would read
something like "The Moon and Sixpence," then seek me out to spend hours
discussing themes and meanings. He was particularly interested in themes of
unintended consequences and the inevitability of irony. I wonder if somehow he
had a premonition of the madness waiting to take him prisoner.
When Tom and I discovered psychology we applied its theories and models
to members of our family. We never did agree on my parents. Tom saw my father
as a philosophical kind of man who had made peace with his condition in life, and
had done so with remarkable grace and objectivity. "He has a gift," Tom said, "for
putting things in perspective." My father was a role model for Tom.
My father had little time for anything but work when I was a boy. In his
regular job he crated heavy machinery for truck and rail shipment. After a bath and
supper he worked off part of our rent by being the handyman for the ten units in
our row house. I respected and loved him but I did not want to be like him. There
are misgivings in my head today about our relationship. I think I communicated
clearly to him I wanted to have a better life than he, but I didn't communicate I
would probably never be as good a man as he. Nor did I ever tell him about my
fascination with his way of looking vaguely amused by a world in which he
reluctantly participated.
Tom and I were closer to agreement in our views of mother. We both saw
her as a very hard-working woman who had better than average skills in household
matters. She was a good Czech-like cook, sewed well, had reasonably good advice
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regarding health, had a truly lovely singing voice and enjoyed entertaining us with
old show tunes.
We disagreed on how to interrelate with her. Tom overlooked, even went
along with, her expectations regarding behavior and life-style, even though he
knew she was not always right and found her advice stifling. When I decided to
study for a doctorate in political science at Berkeley I called Tom about it before
anyone else. He said, "Let me tell Ma." He meant that he could break it to her in a
way that would soften the threat. He was right and I gratefully agreed to do it that
way. If it had been me from whom she heard it for the first time she would have
gone into what I would have seen as a stupid tantrum, to which I would have most
probably reacted in kind.
My opportunity to know glory on the football field, as Tom had, came in the
eighth grade. I made the team but was never carried out of a game and my name
doesn't appear in St. Al's football hall of fame.
Tom had tried to get me ready. He and I played one-on-one, sort of, in our
backyard. He played defense on his knees and ran slow motion on offense. In
addition to being four-and-a-half years older than me he was far more of a natural
athlete. Both he and my sister had my mother's large-boned thick body.
The difference in size was a source of incalculable embarrassment because
all of my clothing, with the exception of my First Communion outfit, was handme-downs from Tom and Lois, mostly Tom. A favorite story of my father's was,
"A long time after we lived on a hundred en fourteen, I run inta Pat aMalley
downtown an he asks me if Jimmy ever growed inta his clothes."
Hand-me-down clothing left me at the mercy of kids who amused
themselves taunting me because my sleeves had to be rolled up to expose my
hands but far worse was the goading and bullying I (barely) endured riding around
on my sister's hand-me-down bicycles. In those days a girl's bicycle didn't have a
bar running from the seat to the handlebars; having a girl's bike was almost like
wearing a dress. Years later I understood and enjoyed the message of Johnny
Cash's "A Boy Named Sue" more than most of his fans.
Furthermore, my fragile body was run down by rickets, a bone-weakening
disorder that has been virtually non-existent in this country since 1950. Though it
was not uncommon in the thirties, rickets was a mystery. The doctor, whom I
seldom saw because of the cost and the awfully long streetcar ride between him
and me, looked at my puny frame after glancing at the test results showing rickets.
"You have an iron deficiency," he proclaimed as though his uttering the words
would make it go away.
There were no iron pills then, so I sipped liquid iron from a huge glass straw
with a bend at the top to keep the liquid from touching my teeth, which it did once,
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permanently staining a tooth on the bottom front, leaving me with even less of a
chance to get girls.
Eventually rickets let go of me, not because I drank iron but because they
started fortifying milk with vitamin D. Now, of course, we know breast-fed
children can be susceptible to rickets, and vitamin D is the cure, so D is put into
baby formula as well as milk. We also now know iron can be toxic to small
children. Oh well.
Sometimes Tom choreographed memorable moments for our backyard
scrimmages. First he'd tell me what had happened, then we'd run through it as he
called out the radio commentary. "Hornung takes the snap from center and he's
running to the wide left. Or is he? Hudson's out there all by himself. Hornung
throws it. A per-fect spiral. Hudson is still running. Like a jackrabbit. His hands
are out. He stretches. He has it! Touchadown!" Usually I was the one receiving the
pass and if I was able to get to and hold on to the rolled-up newspaper wrapped in
rubber bands I carried it triumphantly to the back fence as Tom cheered.
It's a well-earned tribute to Tom's imagination to tell you the backyard was
about ten by twenty feet. And, our good-sized dog, Sandy, relieved herself there, in
an age when people just let things like that sit around.
I tended to follow Tom's lead, wanting to do the sports and other things he
did, but not all of his steps were traced. He became an Eagle Scout in the St.
Aloysius Scout Troop. My sister was a girl scout. Scouting was too regimented and
ceremonious for me. Or maybe I avoided it because I knew where my uniform
would come from and dreaded the sight of myself lost somewhere in a too-big
military-type uniform.
When I said "I made the St. Aloysius football team" I should have added,
everyone who came out made it. Our coaches were two members of the parish who
had played high school ball, so by our standards they were eminently qualified.
There were around twenty of us there at the first practice. One of the coaches said,
"I want the eighth graders to go stand on one of those circles. Pick a position you
think you can play." There were eleven white-chalk circles on the tar-topped play
yard area, corresponding to the way a team would line up in the "T-formation".
I thought I'd make a dashing right halfback, so I went and stood on the "RH"
circle. The other coach yelled out "Griffen, you're here," and pointed at the "C" for
center circle. Pat Griffen was easily twice the size of any of the rest of us. If you
crossed him the wrong way he promised to catch you after school and sit on your
head for an hour. Of course, Greg Moffat walked coolly to the "Q" circle. For
reasons I still don't comprehend, the best-looking boy always played quarterback. I
envied and hated Greg. He had thick curly brown hair. Even the older girls like my
sister and her friends giggled his name the way I wanted to hear my name giggled
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by some of the girls in my class. He was destined to be what all young boys wish
for; he would spend the rest of his life being the best-looking man in the room.
Father Hallinan was a chaplain in the Pacific, so our sports priest was Father
Murray who lacked Father Hallinan's gifts. He was stiffly self-conscious, his voice
and mannerisms robotic. When confronted by a difficult question about religion he
would say something like, "Well, generally speaking, by and large, on the whole,"
barking out the first syllable of each word, swallowing the rest.
I think he was a decent man who was doing the best he could. It must have
been very difficult for him, hearing parishioners rave about his charismatic
predecessor. I wish we had been more sympathetic, but empathy and sympathy are
not outstanding characteristics of fourteen-year-old boys, especially wannabe
jocks.
We had no coach for the basketball team, so we just lined ourselves up and
managed to get through a successful season. Father Murray probably feared
stepping in and taking over because there was a possibility we would have found
ways to humiliate him. He tried giving us a tip once and it came out badly for him.
We were practicing. Well, we were grabbing the ball when we could and
shooting it. Father Murray took the ball and went to the foul line. "I'm going to
show you the correct way to shoot a foul shot," he said in his bark-and-swallow
voice. Then he went through what was then the right way to shoot fouls -- under
handed, controlling the ball with your fingertips. "OK," he said, to Tommy
Yuranko, "you try it, the way I did it." Tommy stepped to the line and grabbed the
ball with both hands as he started the underhand movement. "No, Yuranko," yelled
Father Murray, "only use your fingertips, not your whole hand." Tommy tried
doing it with fingertips. He didn't have the strength to get the ball more than a few
feet in the air. And he was the strongest kid on the team.
Walking home we talked about how unrealistic Father Murray was. "He was
tryin ta make me look shiddy," said Tommy. I wonder. When I put it all together
now, recall Father Murray's face - how often I saw hurt and loneliness in his eyes I think being a parish priest, perhaps especially being sports priest, made demands
most men can't meet.
As I explored the new worlds I was discovering at the library from the fourth
grade on I would sometimes be puzzled by references to strange places or customs.
There were three librarians who were very helpful in directing me to my next
discovery and in explaining to me puzzling references. Some of my questions got
into areas they would not enter, such as Plato's references to homosexual practices.
So I took some questions to certain nuns and two priests, Fathers Hallinan and
Bechler.
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Eventually Father Bechler became my primary St. Al's confidant on many
subjects. A small, twinkling man, he was not at all shocked to hear I was
wandering freely in the stacks of the public library. He was a rules bender. He was
the one who would give us the key to the basketball court, of sorts, when we
weren't supposed to be there. He was the one I went to when I was fifteen and
needed a baptismal certificate stating I was sixteen so I could usher at the Uptown
Theater.
He was also the one who spoke the most about how happy he was to be a
priest, a step he had to put off until middle age because of family needs for income.
It was "hot gossip" he'd been married. I couldn't have cared less.
It was not that Father Bechler let us do whatever we wanted or that he would
bend any rule. His best gift to me was his tolerance for transgressions. If he didn't
think I should be doing something he'd say so without making me feel guilty about
asking. He convinced me that mistakes, big ones included, are part of being
human.
Father Bechler was the first person who distinguished for me the difference
between thinking and doing sinful things. Somewhere along the line I thought I
had to declare evil thoughts, even those that never knew the joy of implementation.
Father Bechler told me, resisting evil thoughts is a sign of being a Catholic in good
faith.
Now and then missionaries visited our school. The most interesting were
from the Far East. Their stories stretched my imagination and I was intrigued by
persons who had actually been amongst such exotic people. Their presentations
were not preachy, not even strongly religious, at least not as I heard them. Certain
messages stood out: the people were more than dirt poor but high-spirited, our
donations of pennies would help them receive food and medicine. I had a feeling
that the missionaries went to the Far East with a mission to convert Asians to
Catholicism but over time became care givers to a people they had come to love
and respect.
The last visit by missionaries I remember was when I was in eighth grade.
Two Maryknoll priests talked about Korea. I'll quote from the Alo-Gram of that
year for two reasons. The author, a seventh grader, covered it as well if not better
than my memory recalls it. Also, I think you might find it interesting to see the
writing skills of a seventh grader at a school in a lower class neighborhood in
1944. The other day I saw a study of high school juniors challenged to write a
paragraph about a haunted house. Only forty-five percent could finish a paragraph
that made any kind of sense.
Early in April the eighth grade pupils were honored by a visit from Fathers
Carroll and Lenehan, two Maryknoll missionaries.

65

Father Carroll told of the primitive customs of the Koreans. Their roads are
merely rugged paths. Bicycles and horses are the only means of transportation.
They use stones for beds and blocks for pillows. As Father Carroll remarked,
'Koreans have all the modern inconveniences.'
In Manchuko Father Lenehan endured many hardships, such as living on
light rations and suffering from the cold. After being a prisoner of the Japanese for
six months he was permitted to board a ship en route to America and freedom.
Because of the vast amount of missionary work to be done both priests wish
all those who have a desire for a religious life to think about being Maryknoll
missionaries. When they return to their mission fields they hope to have some
young St. Aloysius workers with them.
I think I remember their visit because in later years I went to South Korea
many times, beginning in 1968, as a professor and as director of a program to train
staff and build computer data-processing capacity for the Korean legislature. The
missionaries who talked to us would be happy to see Catholicism is very strong in
South Korea today. A Catholic was a recent President of the country, and around
20% of the elected legislators are Catholic.
I find the globalization of culture disappointing, so I enjoyed a Korean
newspaper article about a Korean nun who brought to her classroom a mok-tak, a
wood block used in Buddhist temples, and invited her students to a Buddhist-style
meditation. It reminded me of Sister Augusta.
During my last year at St. Al's Tom was with Patton's Third Army in
Germany. Like his peers, he was drafted a few days after he turned eighteen. Army
life might have been a relief for him. During his junior year at Collinwood High he
took extra courses and went to summer school so he'd be a high school graduate
when he was drafted. He also worked a full-time swing-shift at an ammunitions
factory along with some of his friends. The labor law required a worker to be
eighteen before he could do this. Father Bechler overcame that little hitch with his
baptismal certificate legerdemain, though it probably wasn't needed because the
plants and factories were starving for manpower to produce war goods.
The United States was anything but a garrison state when we entered World
War II. There was as much feverish urgency to getting war-needs production going
as there was to raise a military force in enough numbers to compete with the
Japanese and Germans. Near Tom's high school there were five or six major
factories, such as Thompson Products (aircraft engines), General Motors (tank and
gun parts), General Electric (fluorescent powders and chemicals), and Lincoln
Electric (welding machines). Not only did the greatest generation fight and win the
war, some of them made the weapons they would later use.
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Many of our relatives and adults in our neighborhood spoke with my father
about getting a high-paying job in a war factory. With his assortment of work
skills, they said, he could command far more money than he was making. My
father told me he never so much as thought twice about it. My mother was
chagrined by his reluctance so she bombarded him with matinee and evening
shows of her displeasure. And they fought, very close to physically, over it.
Dad was loyal to "Mr. Steiner," the owner of Turner Type Machines,
because "Mr. Steiner" had given him a full-time job in the middle of the
depression. Turner Type bought, repaired and resold used printing presses. My
father crated the presses for shipment. He knew "Mr. Steiner" couldn't come close
to matching a war-plant salary; he wouldn't leave him under those conditions,
despite the serious and basic need our family had for more income.
Of all the members of my family I think I had the best insight into this
implausible situation.
When I could play Christmas carols on the accordion, my father and I took
the accordion, my music stand and sheet music to his workplace on the day that he
and his coworkers had their holiday party. We took the streetcar to E. 54th Street,
then walked two more blocks. The first time we did this, just before we entered the
plant building, he asked, "Are ya scared?" I said I wasn't. "Naw," he said, smiling,
"Yur Jimmy."
It was obvious that my father had a family of friends at work. Their respect
and affection for him was palpable. The humor consisted mainly of in-jokes that
had been told innumerable times. It was corny, but touching. He laughed more than
I had ever seen him laugh anyplace else. Not because he was drinking. He never
touched alcohol until he was older.
My father chose loyalty and work camaraderie over higher wages. It was the
kind of choice Tom would have made had he been in that situation. I doubt I would
have.
Throughout World War II St. Al's worked on support-the-war projects. A
few weeks after Pearl Harbor there was a de-emphasis of the Christmas theme in
the big building in favor of a focus on contributing to the war effort. At first we
said rosaries and did prayer novenas for the Americans who died at Pearl Harbor.
Then we took on projects such as gathering scarce material for recycling. When
Crile Military Hospital was built on the outskirts of Cleveland's west side, the nuns
took us there to visit and help the war-wounded on Saturdays. It had to be on
Saturday because the trip to the hospital took over two hours on streetcars and
buses.
When I was in eighth grade the school took on a project to respond to the
U.S. Army's plea for contributions for jeeps. There were three types: land jeep,
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amphibious jeep, and flying jeep or "Grasshopper." Grasshoppers were the most
expensive, at $3,000. The school raised $6,500 for two "Grasshoppers" through a
variety of activities such as selling chances on money prizes at Church Fairs. To
gain perspective, consider some costs from 1944: Average income - $4027,
average three-bedroom home - $3,475, gallon of gasoline - 21 cents, pound of
bacon - 41 cents, pound of bread - 9 cents, gallon of milk - 62 cents.
Tom wrote regularly during his first two years in the Army. Once a week his
V-mail arrived, a perfect Palmer-style-penmanship review of his activities over the
previous seven days. My mother read them aloud at the kitchen table during
supper. Not because the rest of us had not read the letter; more so, I thought,
because she liked to read aloud, adding flourishes with her voice and free hand.
Commonplace statements, such as "we have breakfast every morning at six
o'clock," became important historical events. If you didn't know the word "every"
has three distinct syllables, you would never forget it after one of my mother's
theatrical renderings. And then she hissed the "six," her striding sibilants searching
for a stage.
Suddenly, the letters stopped coming. About a month went by before we
received a short message from Tom, saying he was very sorry about not writing.
The Germans had surrendered, he was very busy.
Hundreds of thousands of German troops had thrown their hands up,
creating two new problems. What was to be done with such masses of POWs and
who would do it? Patton wanted to blaze a trail to Berlin, convinced that if the
Russians got there first Americans would regret it for decades, but Eisenhower, his
boss, was under orders to restrain American forces, which required a direct order to
slow down because the Red Army moved on foot and aged horse-drawn carts.
Tom was surely busy. But the real reason he stopped writing was far more
interesting. He was having the most adventurous experience of his life. For six
months he knew a life he later described as "wonderful" and "mind-blowing". I
believe he knew enjoyment as he would never know it again.
The place was Berchtesgaden. Tom got there a few months after the first
American GIs. In his celebration of E Company, "Band of Brothers," author
Stephen Ambrose pictures what the GIs found in Berchtesgaden:
"It was a fairy-tale land. The snow-capped mountains, the dark green woods,
the tinkling icy creeks, the gingerbread houses, the quaint and colorful dress of the
natives, provided a delight for the eye. The food, liquor, accommodations, and
large number of Luftwaffe and Wehrmacht service women, plus camp followers of
various types, provided a delight for the body."
Tom stepped into that fairy-tale and surprised himself by living it. As a
master sergeant he was given a small but nonetheless sumptuous ex-Nazi's chalet

68

on a slope in the grandeur of the Alpine soaring mountains and glacier-blue lakes.
He learned to ski, partied in wine cellars stocked with beers, wines and liquors he'd
never heard of, and lived with a German woman named Greta who was, as he put it
to me when he deemed me old enough to hear such things, five years older than he
in years, and much older in sexual experience.
Although he always spoke grandly of Berchtesgaden, often comparing it to
the dreary flat landscape and unimaginative winters of Cleveland, he never
revisited Germany or skied again, nor did he ever suggest he might do either. It
was as though he had dreamed the whole thing and believed dreams come to you,
that you can't go to them.
I saw Tom just before he died. He was 71. The schizophrenia that had
haunted him for decades had now taken him captive. For brief moments he knew
who I was, but his awareness faded in and out in the blink of an eye. We sat and
talked for hours with coffee mugs in hand, as it had always been. He didn't say
much by way of words.
I told him what a marvelous big brother he had been, repeated jokes we
shared when we were boys, mentioned names of kids from the neighborhood,
repeated some of Father Hallinan's funny lines. When I talked about how beautiful
the German Alps remained he didn't, at first, seem to comprehend. But when I
described the dramatic beauty of the area where he had skied and I had recently
visited, he began to cry, trying unsuccessfully to say "Berchtesgaden." I stopped,
but his wife urged me to go on because she had learned to recognize this kind of
crying as an expression of joy.
His death moved me more than any other. It took me a lifetime to realize my
admiration for his commitment to simplicity and his astonishing guilelessness.
A few years after Tom's death my wife and I returned to Berchtesgaden. I
thought a lot about him there on his old dancing grounds. The area was being
repatriated. The spot where General Patton's R&R Hotel had stood was a hole, a
very large hole, in the ground. Spread around, in German orderliness of course,
were I-beams, earth-moving equipment and gargantuan cranes, foreshadows of a
German luxury spa hotel.
We went on to Obersalzburg to visit Hitler's Eagles' Nest, a lofty teahouse
residence given to the Fuhrer as a 50th birthday present by his sycophants. Neither
of us had ever been there, and I wanted to see it because it was one of the sights
Tom marveled at.
Getting to it was in itself an imposing trip. First we ascended by bus four
edge-of-the-cliff miles up steeply-ascending hairpin curves. From where the bus
left us we walked to the entrance of a large cave-like entrance with bronze-covered
steel doors opening to a football-field-length tunnel blasted from the solid granite
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mountainside. At the end of the tunnel we entered a bronze-lined elevator, with
twenty other people, which took us up through the heart of the mountain to a large
hall in the teahouse.
We went through and walked out into the sun again, past an open area of
patio tables overflowing with people enjoying beer and wurst, to a balcony on
which Hitler danced a jig when he received the news his blitzkrieg of Poland was a
devastating success.
The porch view was majestic. Across and below were mountains, valleys
and fields of grass and trees, stretching endlessly away to who knows where. It
seemed to me we were standing on history, that ever-changing canvas on which we
paint such contrasting pictures, and looking at timelessness, at beyond history.
For reasons I'm unable to put into words I felt good about Tom, and I had a
flash back to a neighborhood bar where my parents lived after they moved from E.
114th St. and became home owners. Tom, my dad and I were having a drink at the
corner bar - although he avoided alcohol most of his life, dad liked a shot with a
beer in his later years. Tom was talking about skiing at Berchtesgaden. I'd never
heard my father say anything about Tom's experiences in Germany, so I was very
interested in what he said, which was, "Ya got ta keep thim good times in your
head."
I don't know how many good times my father kept in his head. He lived one
day after another in just about exactly the same way, with one minor exception, the
days following his mother's death. He just hung around, not going to work, for two
or three days, until my mother, always on the alert for changes in behavior, chided
him loudly in the kitchen about his "hanging around, doing nothing." He went to
work the next day, and, of course, every day after. He was one of those people who
didn't stay home sick with a cold.
Uncle Bill showed up at the funeral. As always there was a good-looking
woman hanging on his arm as though she were afraid to let go. Bill had a bulbous
nose and a face ably depicting the kind of life he led, so I figured it had to be the
"mob-connection" thing that drew women to him.
Somehow Uncle Bill settled his debts with the mob and eventually became a
permanent fixture in our lives. He showed up one day at a family gathering with a
wife, Lucy, a daughter, Emily, and a job as a temporary Cleveland policeman.
A year or so later, on the day after Christmas, Lucy hung herself with a
clothesline in the basement of the apartment building where they lived, to be found
that way by Emily. I was angered by my parent's explanation, "The Lord moves in
mysterious ways." Now I know they were just plain dumbfounded, so they hid
behind a religious bromide.
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Uncle Bill remarried and became a bus driver for the Cleveland Transit
System. This marriage and job lasted and Bill changed. As is so often nauseatingly
the case with dissolute people who discover regular income and decency, he
donned the guise of a moral conservative, spouting values such as responsibility
and the work ethic. I thought he was barely a shade away from being despicable. I
liked him better as a degenerate.
In the springtime of my last year at St. Al's, "MacBeth" was included in our
assignments. I had read a number of Shakespeare's plays at the Glenville Public
Library but had never seen one performed. During the last week of school the
eighth graders were gathered in the meetings building one morning for an
unannounced and unexplained event. There was a stage-with-curtains of sorts in
front of us. Father Daley, himself, was maintaining quiet and discipline without
any nuns about.
The curtains jerkily pulled back. On stage were three of our sisters,
Annunciata, Martha, and Augusta, standing around a pot, pretending to stir. An
incense burner on the floor provided a smoky milieu. There was absolute silence
when Sister Augusta said in a screechy voice, "When shall we three meet again, In
thunder, lightening, or in rain?"
They spoke the rest of Scene One, Act One, and I was enchanted.

Photo credit: the author
Graduating Class, St. Aloysius, 1944

Graduation day at St. Al's began with a dedicatory mass in the morning. The
graduates sat in the front pews and took Holy Communion. The afternoon of the
day before was eighth-grade-confession time. Three priests manned three
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confessionals, we called them "sweat boxes," open from two to four o'clock
exclusively for eighth graders.
According to our legends, every year the confessionals quaked throughout
those two hours. Eighth graders, now assured of graduation, let it all hang out,
shocking the priests' ears with declarations of sins that assured admission to
Dante's deepest pits.
By the boys, that is. There was a profound mystery in Catholic culture
regarding things going on between boys and girls, things obliging boys, but not
girls, to confess them. Everyone understood and, after suitable atonement, forgave
boys when they succumbed to irresistible temptations of the flesh. In the same
breath no one thought of girls as anything but pure as driven snow. A girl who was
not was beyond the pale.
After mass the graduates returned to their homes for whatever celebration
their families had prepared. Diplomas were handed out at seven o'clock in the
meetings hall, after which there was dancing for the graduates to scratchy records.
Parents sat on folding chairs along the walls watching their offspring move
clumsily through this rite of passage.
That the eighth graders were on the dance floor at all was a testament to
Sister Letitia, one of the two eighth-grade teachers. Every school day during the
last two weeks of May eighth graders collected in her classroom for social-dancing
lessons. The desks-with-chairs were shoved together on one side of the room. On
the other side Sister Martha brought forth sprightly fox trot music from an aged
upright piano as Sister Letitia first demonstrated then guided our unsure feet with
emphatic counting, "ONE two THREE four," using her pointer to imperil any two
bodies close to touching.
On the day of my graduation from St. Al's, June 1944, D-Day began and
Rome fell to the U.S. and its allies. The tide was turning against the formerly
invincible Nazi military might. At home, the right of labor to organize and strike
was established de facto; three years later it would be established by law in the
Taft-Hartley Act.
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Epilogue
missed the 50th reunion of my Eighth-grade graduating class. Tom Corbett
wrote me about it:
"We went to a parish function for former parishioners. It was well
attended but kind of sad. Attendees parked in the huge lot near where we used to
sled into Blakesley's Pond. We were then bused to the church while our cars were
guarded by a security force. The neighborhood is like a war zone. The interior of
the grand old church was falling into disrepair. Basically, St. Al's is a mission
church for poor blacks."
When I was a boy the parish was not an official hunger center, though it did
try to help the hungry. The sisters were always ready with a meal at lunchtime for
those kids who didn't bring a lunch, and we often had food-gathering-anddistributing activities going on, usually on weekends.
The Sisters of St Joseph in Cleveland changed with the times, as Sister
Jeanne Cmolik records in her history of the order.
"In the 1960s, there were changes in ministry, prayer, government structure
and the concept of authority. The change in our religious habit in 1968, from the
traditional widow's garb of 17th century France to dark suits and short veils, was
an outward sign of all the deeper changes we were experiencing at the time.
"During the 1970s, many sisters retired from teaching. Sixty sisters left the
community, and fewer new members joined. We were unable to staff all the
schools where we were teaching. At the same time, we were becoming more aware
of other ministry needs. When we came together, we discussed social issues such
as racism, sexism, and the proliferation of nuclear weapons. In 1972 we responded
to a request to serve the diocesan mission in El Salvador.
"In 1979, community members agreed to widen the scope of our service
from education to any ministry where we could serve as a 'healing presence,' the
special charism of a Sister of St. Joseph. Actually, this change was a return to the
spirit of our first sisters in France, who divided up the city and searched for those
in need in order to serve them. Since that time, our members have founded and/or
served in such projects as the West Side Catholic Church and Women's Shelter,
Providence House, (a crisis nursery for children), Transitional Housing for women
and families, daycare for children and older adults, hospital chaplaincy, and a
Wellness Center, as well as continuing our work in education."
All members of my extended family moved to suburbs beginning in the
1950s. Except for Lois, they remained close and continued to do things as a family.
Lois broke with the family when she was in her thirties, married, with two
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children. It was, and remains, too complex for me to understand. She said, among
other things, my parents treated Tom and me much better than her, pushing her
wishes aside to make room for what the boys wanted. I saw substance in her
complaint, but I believed there had to be more to her self-severance from the
family than that.
She died considerably before her time. The cause was given as a form of
cancer. She was in her fifties. I was still trying to figure out what happened way
back when, why she turned her back on the family. Now she was lost to any search
for reasons or explanations because her husband had already died and her two
daughters would have nothing to do with us.
I've always regretted I didn't talk with Father Bechler about Lois. I think he
might have put it in a helpful perspective.
I had a few conversations with Father Bechler after I graduated from St.
Al's. The first was in 1946. I went to him for a couple of reasons. The first was a
superficial matter, which he quickly saw as such. I was playing accordion in an
almost-legal strip joint, lying to my parents about it, making "good money" doing
it.
The second, the real, reason was my disappointing discovery I didn't have
the natural talent necessary to be a quality jazz musician. I had gotten good enough
to play with musicians whose talents dismayed me. I remember particularly Jim
Hall, a guitarist who is generally regarded as one of America's premier jazz
guitarists. I played with him at a club and came away painfully aware of the
profound difference between how he and I related to music. It wasn't measurable.
Father Bechler said I was probably right in my evaluation, but he wouldn't
let it go at that. He grabbed me by my sweater - it's a thing to be remembered
because it was unlike him to be physical - and he said, "there's more to you than
music. Put that away and look. God gave you talents, find and follow them." He let
go of me and smiled. "Actually, this is a kind of blessing. You now know what it is
to want something a lot and not be able to have it.
That's suffering. You'll suffer all your life. The trick is to stay on top of it,
not let it get you down."
The last confidential talk I had with Father Bechler was when I was
seventeen. There was a YMCA near my high school which I joined in order to be
able to swim all-year round. Catholics were admonished to stay away from
Protestant Christianity in those days.held in YMCA buildings.
Samuel Butler wrote, "The most perfect humour and irony is generally quite
unconscious." The white Anglo-Saxon leadership of Cleveland in the early
twentieth century strived to put their indelible stamp on the city's future. They left
cultural treasures such as the world-renowned Cleveland Symphonic Orchestra and
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the Cleveland Art Museum only to see the reputation of their city usurped by
polka-loving eastern Europeans who lived in duplex neighborhoods with lawn
flamingos.
This is not to say Hegel's conflict was won by the immigrants. There was no
Marx-like workers' revolution. Even the most radical union leaders yielded to what
Hegel saw as the inevitabilities of history. In the late 1940s federal laws
recognized unions and their rights to strike. However, to be included in the
protection of these laws union members were required to sign affidavits stating
they were not members of organizations dedicated to the overthrow of the U.S.
government. Frank Cedervall's metal and machinery workers' union faced an
obstacle in qualifying for coverage because the officers of their parent union, the
IWW, refused to sign the affidavits. Cedervall took his union out of the IWW and
reformed it as the independent Metal & Machinery Workers Industrial Union 440
of Cleveland. He and the other officers signed the affidavits.
Immigrant workers became more like the WASPS and their children even
more so. In turn, the WASPS yielded socially, culturally and economically to their
inferiors.
Without Hegel's approval, I will dare to extend his dialectic to interpersonal
relationships. At least to my parents.
As I grew up I saw the commitment of their bond but never any warmth, let
alone romance. They never held hands or did anything as a couple. They seemed to
be opposites in physical appearance, disposition, beliefs, interests and hobbies.
They had met on an ice-skating rink, but my mother's arthritis retired her from
skating at an early age, though my father skated, and was very good at it, until he
died.
In their later years they appeared to have discovered one another, sharing
jokes and recollections of what one or the other did, ritualistically doing most
things together, each completely aware of the other's needs and ready to serve
them. The change in them as a couple accompanied considerable changes in each
of them.
A friend of mine who had not known them until they were in their sixties
said, "It's difficult to imagine them apart."
I said in the prologue this memoir had nothing, or everything, to do with
religion. I don't know if my life evolved as it did because of or despite my boyhood
experiences. Parish life was one of the two best things that ever happened to me the other was Pam - but I have no idea if the nuns and priests of St. Al's would say
that my life turned out in a way that was consistent with their intentions. My
gratitude, if known to them, might be welcomed with mixed emotions.
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